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Introduction 


The Secret of Failing 


It is the height of folly to throw up 
attempting because you have failed. 
Failures are wonderful elements in 


developing the character - 
ANONYMOUS. 


I feel that the presence of this book upon the 
literature market has been somewhat delayed. 
This is mainly due to the fact that I couldn't 
afford six pounds for a packet of A4 typing 
paper. 


However, things have changed. After five 


years of miserly saving every penny, here it is 
- "Down the Tubes! - The Handyman's Guide 
to Utter Failure and Financial Loss." 


The purpose of this book is simple. I am a 
failure. In fact, I am the world's biggest 
failure. I am also fed up to my back teeth at 
being a failure. So, now it's your turn to fail 
and I will show you how by means of this 
book. 


There is an award for failing. It is called the 
Great Loser's Award, or simply the G.L.A. 
amongst us lesser folk. I have been the holder 
of the Great Loser's Award for fifty years. 
Now it is your chance to wallow in pride! 


This literary masterpiece is arranged in easy- 
to-follow, step-by-step lessons. Thus, all 
budding failures with hidden talent may 
imitate their Patron Saint of Failurism (that's 
me) and live a ruined life. 


How to Fail at Your Business 
One aspect to being a failure is in the world of 


business and money making, or in our case, 
money losing. Of course, not everyone has the 


natural ability to assume this demanding role. 
Some persons are just born winners! So, you 
must first sit down and evaluate your 
circumstances. Analyze the situation as 
follows:- Do you consider an ice-cream tub 
full of rusty taps and copper bathroom fittings 
going for a tenner at a charity boot sale to be a 
good investment? If you do then you have 
qualified for the initial stage of being a 
financial failure - your reasoning is defective! 


To become a truly professional economic 
drop-out you must also possess a fully 
developed attitude problem. You should abhor 
being rubbish at everything, yet you must 
welcome any new business schemes with wide 
open arms and a deliriously happy, beaming 
face. Remember - this time your business 
venture will be the most lucrative the world 
has ever seen! Oh, and when your fantastic 
idea goes down the tubes, which it 
undoubtedly will, taking with it your invested 
money, home, and private car in a big puff of 
smoke, you must appear totally surprised. If 
you have these outstanding qualities then you 
could have what it takes to become a monetary 
mug. 


When you have come to the conclusion that 


you are a legitimate flop you must next 
consider what you will need in the way of 
equipment to complete the task in the least 
discreet manner possible. For example, the 
professional mountaineer needs his requisites 
to see him safely up his chosen mountain. So 
too, the business bungler needs his provisions 
to see him securely down the tubes with no 
hope of return. 


The primary item you will need to accomplish 
this is the overdrawn cheque account. It is 
preferable to have this standing at around 
£3000 in the red. £2000 will often suffice but 
border any closer to the black and you will be 
nearing success. To a genuine failure, success 
is a fate worse than death itself. 


If you land yourself in this embarrassing 
situation you might gain a little consolation 
from knowing that I too have been in this 
predicament once or twice myself. In fact, at 
one stage I owned a flourishing building 
business with no less than ten employees. 
Along with my empire came a brand-new 
transit van, a three-year-old car, and a caravan. 
I even discovered that I could afford to take 
flying lessons at my local flying club. Yes, I 
was well and truly blessed with the world's 


material goods. Don't worry though, I soon 
recovered and lost the lot. 


Getting back to the point - The starved 
cheque account is a most valuable tool. You 
may find the following tip useful: 


ALWAYS KEEP YOUR CHEQUE 
GUARANTEE CARD, P.ILN. NUMBER AND 
I.D. IN THE SAME POCKET AS YOUR 
CHEQUE BOOK. This ensures that your 
helpful, neighbourly pick-pocket can drain 
your resources to a most acceptably low level. 
You will be left impoverished and financially 
crippled without a bean to your name. Okay, 
so perhaps it's cheating to get outside help, but 
it puts you in good stead for attaining that long 
awaited Loser's Award that you so dearly pine 
for! 


Make a habit of snatching up any second-hand 
business ventures that get thrown your way. 
These are bound to fail again. You could be 
offered a milk-round to all the dairy farms in 
your locality. Or perhaps you will get the 
once-in-a-lifetime bargain of a petrol station 
franchise on a North Sea oil rig. Whatever 
the idea, however stupid or illogical it may 
seem, ignore your senses and accept it. You 


might even like to try your hand at selling 
sand-castle buckets and plastic windmills to 
Arabs crossing the Sahara desert. If that 
sounds tempting I can do you a nice little deal 
on a hundred and fifty yellow ones that I 
picked up from a man in Brighton last summer 
(it rained solidly throughout the peak holiday 
season). 


As you follow the lessons in this book you will 
notice that I have had many different jobs. 
Whereas most people have had, at the most, 
about three or four career changes during their 
lifetime, I have had nine, and I still have 
fifteen years to go before I retire. That is if I 
ever do retire. You see, I haven't got a pension 
because I've never been able to afford one. 

The chances are I will have to continue 
working until they lay me to rest. With my 
luck I will live to be a centenarian. 


Broadening Your Horizons 
to Become Useless at Everything 
Else in Life 


A "Down the Tubes" expert is one that can 
maintain his failure rate outside of the nine to 


five routine (or in my case six to eleven). To 
become a genuine down-and-outer you must 
show that you are incredibly useless all the 
time, not just at work. You should practice at 
becoming a natural disaster, failing with ease, 
with amazing tragedies occurring on a regular 
basis throughout the day. Only then can you 
lay claim to having fully mastered the art of 
bungling. 


As the Patron Saint of Failurism, with many 
years of experience under my belt, allow me to 
mention a few points which may help you to 
improve your daily inaptitude skills. 

We will briefly consider three areas of great 
significance in a failure's life- 


1) | FASHION 
2) | ELOCUTION 
3) | PERFORMANCE. 


1) FASHION. Before you even think of doing 
anything devastating you will want to convey 
to those on the outside that your mind is ina 
state of severe mental turmoil. One way to 
accomplish this is by concentrating on the way 
you dress. 


A key rule here is to AVOID APPEARING 
PROSPEROUS BY DRESSING IN A 
BECOMING MANNER. By all means dress to 
impress, but avoid making good impressions. 
This should not actually pose as too much of a 
problem for most student failures as their 
reduced financial situation resulting from their 
experiments in the business field will generally 
not allow much in the way of flamboyant 
dressing. 


However, should the case arise whereby you 
do happen to have a little money to clothe 
yourself remember that how you look has a 
great bearing on whether you succeed or fail. 
Certain uninformed or misguided individuals 
judge a person's worth on outward 
appearances alone. If you should adorn 
yourself neatly, thus appearing sufficiently 
affluent, they will take you into their company 
as a successful personality and will delight in 
entertaining your presence. They will ignore 
the theory of beauty being only skin deep and 
overlook all of the faults and failings that you 
have been trying so hard to perfect. Your 
mistakes will go completely unnoticed and 
they will label you a hero, all because of your 
deceiving, yet very convincing appearance! 
This shame-inducing incident will ultimately 


lead to you being disqualified as a "Great 
Loser's Award" candidate. 


So, clothe yourself appropriately. Attend 
dinner parties as if you were at a dustman's 
ball. Try visiting Harrods or an expensive 
London jewellers dressed as a refugee. 


A night out at the theatre will be just as 
memorable if you turn up in shredded jeans 
and savagely spilt trainers. This will be 
especially so if you attempt to go in through 
the main entrance doors. Generally speaking, 
failures will find that their seats are accessible 
through a graffiti-strewn side door, reached by 
walking down a dustbin-filled, wino-infested, 
alleyway. The theatre staff will kindly escort 
you there. 


Upon pushing open the door with just one 
finger to avoid contamination, you will 
discover that the red stair carpet has been 
replaced by an ice-cream stained concrete 
floor with matching decor on the walls. 


After ascending, what will seem to your legs 
no less than a million steps, you will encounter 
more disappointments. The doorman in a 
dinner suit whom you made brief acquaintance 


with downstairs has been substituted by a 
rather spaced-out youth on some kind of 
government training scheme. He will tear 
your ticket in half with his teeth and with an 
air of vengeance about him. At this point you 
will be wondering what was worse - the 
doorman in a dinner suit who kicked you out 
and embarrassed you by shouting "lesser 
mortals turn right at the next tramp", or this 
animal who refuses to return your half of the 
ticket from the depths of his smelly mouth. 


To top it all, his companion, the usherette, 
knows only two words of English, namely, "I 
dunno". Therefore you will have to fumble 
your way around in the darkness unaided until 
you discover your seats. After treading on 
many toes, and kicking over a variety of soft 
drinks, you will stumble across your celestial 
abode. This turns out to be at an incredibly 
head-spinning height miles above the stage 
which will now appear as a just minute speck 
below you. You will thus require the use of 
binoculars in order to see anything of the 
show. As usual these vital visual instruments 
will have been nicked, or at least garmed up 
with bubble-gum, or at worst with Super Glue. 
Then you won't be able to put them down 
when the show has finished. Try explaining 


that to theatre security staff! 


If the terrifying height doesn't bring on an 
unwelcome attack of vertigo, you may find 
you are able to devour an ice lolly without 
being sick. Expect this treat to cost you more 
than your entry ticket! 


So, now do you see how the way in which you 
adorn yourself can determine whether you 
enjoy a smooth night out at the theatre or 
experience an extremely rough, mishap- 
stricken trauma instead? This principle applies 
to most other aspects of life too - 


Dress in clothes with designer labels marked 
"Le Rubbish" and the vast majority of people 
will accept you as warmly as they would a 
dose of typhoid - 


Adorning yourself in this way politely gives 
your potential victims ample warning of your 
approach should they wish to tactfully avoid 
you. If, however, they stand around to watch, 
and laugh in your face, worry not. Commend 
yourself for doing so well as a failure because 
their disapproval means approval from a much 
higher source, namely the presenters of the 
Great Loser's Award. 


2) NEXT ON THE AGENDA IS 
ELOCUTION, a must for all failures to 
consider. For those not endowed with a 
vocabulary "elocution" is the art of being able 
to speak proper - know wha'I mean? If you 
are devoid of such knowledge you may as well 
skip this section and go on to the next one- as 
far as elocution is concerned you seem to be 
quite inadequate enough! 


For those of vast intellect who, not only know 
the definition of the word "elocution" but also 
know how to spell it, my advise to you is to 
pursue non-elocution lessons. These 
intelligence-reversal courses may be learned 
by studying pre-school children and old age 
pensioners with senile dementia. These 
programmes are invaluable. Failures regularly 
cause other people's nerves to snap and 
because of this find themselves with a fight on 
their hands. At the end of your non-elocution 
training you will be able to face these 
aggressors with intimidating remarks such as 
"don't you malk to tee tike lat!", and "that's not 
a promise that's a threat!" They will collapse in 
hysterics and therefore be unable to hit you. 
Remember, a dead failure can't fail any more, 
so try to protect yourself as best you can. 


Intense training has elevated me to a 
considerably high standard of 
incomprehensibility. I can now pronounce the 
word "certificate" as "sir-stiffy-cat". This habit 
leaves people wondering why I'm talking 
about a rigormortised moggy with royal 
connections. 


No one will ever take you seriously if you 
learn to speak Gibberish and it will be 
impossible to succeed unless you intend 
running away with the circus. Couple your 
newly acquired skill with molestingly 
repetitious gestures and you should have your 
captive audience going stark raving bonkers. 


FIRST IMPRESSIONS LAST- be sure to 
remember this invaluable piece of information. 
Making a lousy impression upon meeting 
someone for the first time will guarantee that 
you experience downward relations with them 
forever more. 


With this in mind let us prepare what you will 
say as an introduction to your conversation. 
"Hello there", seems a polite thing to say, and 
quite harmless too. Practice saying "hello 
there" in front of a mirror - "Hello there... 
hello there... hello there." Relax. Let the 


lingual evolutionary process take over - 


"Hello there", uttered in a South East London 
accent, like mine, can sound awfully like " 
‘allo dare". With further attention to the 
science of phonetics this can begin to relay as 
"allo dear". Ihave found that saying this to 
menfolk has an extensively damaging effect on 
one's reputation and, depending on the 
recipients fist size, one's face as well. 


By now you will be looking like a cave-man's 
refuse collector and speaking a language 
entirely original to yourself. The time has 
come for you to face the world with your ideas 
for its total annihilation. The question arises, 
can you perform as badly as you look and 
sound? 


3) PERFORMANCE is the deciding factor 
and the final frontier. Good failure 
performance involves the ability to execute 
indiscriminating destruction wherever you go, 
leaving behind you a trail of wreckage and 
traumatic experiences like a mobile land mine 
with a repeating detonator. 


Just as when the Midas touched anything it 


turned to gold, so everything you lay your 
clumsy hands on must fall apart. 

This includes cars, motorbikes, household 
objects, even your friends if you are fortunate 
enough to still have any. 


I am blessed to have many understanding 
acquaintances to practice on. I'm very popular 
with my friends. My friends absolutely adore 
me - well, they put up with me which, I 
suppose, is the next best thing. 


Once, my best friend, upon entering a room 
and finding a scarcity of coat hooks, hung his 
trilby hat on a protruding wall lamp. Then I, 
Master of Calamity, came into the room and 
switched the light on. 


We spoke for half an hour and only then did 
we detect a burning smell, one of woollen 
fibres being fused together. Careful 
investigation led us to the slowly diminishing 
trilby which, by now, was beginning to emit 
almost unbearable noxious fumes. This 
disagreeable episode left my best friend with a 
sun roof in his trilby hat. His languid face did 
not reflect his appreciation. 


I later graduated onto disfiguring more 


expensive articles of his clothing. On one 
occasion I offered him a lift in my car, an 
invitation which he gratefully accepted. Little 
did he suspect that he would soon, once again, 
become a victim of assault. 


As he got into the car he caught his leather 
jacket on a giant bolt sticking out from my 
roof-rack and promptly ripped a large "V" 
shape in the shoulder. This made relations 
rather tense throughout the journey. It was 
mutually resolved that the blame for this 
accident should rest upon myself for it was I 
who had left the stupid bolt sticking out. 

When we finally arrived at our destination my 
friend seemed unusually eagre to leave me. 

He quickly got out, whereupon he caught his 
other shoulder and carried out equal damage as 
before. Full of shock, and sickened incredibly, 
he turned to me with a pale face stretched with 
surprise. That was when smart observation on 
my part saved the day. 


"Hey," I said with a persuasive grin, "now it 
looks like you've got corporal stripes! People 
pay a lot of money for a jacket like that, you 
know!" He wasn't convinced and shortly after 
moved to the other end of the country. 


I'm a big hit with animals too. There was the 
time I tried to drill a hole in my tortoise so that 
I could tie it up like they showed on Blue 
Peter. The tortoise was not amused and 
emptied the entire contents of his bowels all 
over me. That delightful incident made me 
determined that when he finally deceased I 
would make him into a fruit bowl. 


I get on a little better with children, but not 
much. 


Broadening your horizons to become this 
useless takes a lot of time and patience, but 
given the necessary effort you will one day be 
fumbling your way through life causing untold 
harm to people and possessions all around you. 


I'm not exaggerating. Failure really is a way 
of life for me. To illustrate, at parties it is 
common to be asked what one does for a 
living. 

"Oh, I'm a doctor", might be the reply, or, 
"I'm a quantity surveyor", or, "a lawyer", or, "a 


secretary". 


"What are you then?" they ask me. 


"I'm a failure", is my reply. 


I now take failing for granted. It is an integral 
part of my trivial existence. I expect to fail. 
Everyone else expects me to fail too. I guess I 
should be proud of it really - after all, not 
everyone has a reputation as consistent as 
mine! 


I fully appreciate those words of wisdom from 
the anonymous philosopher quoted at the 
outset of this work. That guy really knew his 
stuff. He was such a failure that no one to date 
knows who he was. The immortal words he 
spoke have a lot of truth in them. There is no 
point me throwing up attempting because I 
have failed. I have come so far. So I will go 
on attempting, and failing, at every situation 
that presents itself to me. 


Failing does indeed help to develop one's 
character. You discover that you have 
characteristics you never realized you 
possessed before - self consciousness, frayed 
nerves which snap at the slightest suspicion of 
dilemma, an increased vulnerability to 
migraines, and a host of other physical and 
mental complaints which make your doctor 
wonder how in the world you still manage to 


function as you do. In his eyes you are a 
miracle of medical science, more amazing than 
the Elephant Man. 


This is what it means, therefore, to be a 
failure: It is a life-long dedication to doing 
everything wrong. But more than that, it is 
learning to fail with an element of grace about 
you. 


On bent knees, I entreat you to keep in mind 
these valuable rules. Please read this book 
very carefully with the aim of taking over my 
title. If you do things according to my tried 
and tested method you will find that this will 
be the last book you will ever be able to 
afford. 


One day we might meet outside a barber's 
shop selling combs on old age pensioner's day, 
or in a nudist colony trafficking ten pairs of 
socks for a pound. My only wish is that when 
that special day comes you will be holding the 
Great Loser's 

Award along with your empty cash bag. 


Never forget the Loser's motto: 
IF AT FIRST YOU DON'T SUCCEED, 


GIVE UP AND TRY SOMETHING EVEN 
LESS HOPEFUL. 


Welcome to the world of failure. 


Bryan 
The Patron Saint of Failurism. 


Lesson 1 


Getting Off to 
a Good Start 


Despite any amount of talent a person may 
possess it's like anything really. To become a 
failure one needs the break. Life was kind 
enough to deal me a losing hand right from the 
outset. 


It was determined that I would lead a loser's 
life way back in the 1800's. Back then my 
ancestors were successful. They had money. 
They had estates. You name it, they had it. 
All this good fortune would have eventually 
become mine had it not been for one of my 
forefathers, a Lord of the Manor. 


He must have known that one day I would 
come along and inherit all his wealth, so he 
went and lost it all. He became an alcoholic. 
My inheritance was thus last seen floating 
down his gullet in the form of a triple brandy 
every half an hour. 


When I was born, what was there to inherit? 
Nothing. My mother broke this news to me 
when I was five years old. 


"Son", she said, "you are the first rightful heir 
to the family fortune for a number of years. 
You will never be a rich man." 


She was right. I have never had any money. I 
don't know what it is. Never have I held the 
ideal job. Decent holidays are but a myth for 
me. It rains every time I plan anything. It 
turns out gloriously sunny whenever I don't. 
People rip me off all the time. I frequently rip 
myself off. Dodging death and physically 
maiming circumstances is a hobby of mine. 
All my friends have at one time been 
unfortunate victims of some accident 
involving me. My life is in tatters. Animals 
hate me. Children hate me. Everybody hates 
me. 


My disastrous life could therefore be likened 
to the sinking of the Titanic if it wasn't for one 
thing - that stricken vessel at least had some 
hope of floating when it left the dock. Ever 
since its launch my life has had a continuous 
leak somewhere. 


My earliest recollections of a life full of 
mishap stem from the tender age of two 
months. I was a beautiful baby. No one 
knows what happened. It's one of Life's 
unexplainable mysteries. Anyway, there I 
was, laying in my cot, blissfully listening to 
my father playing his violin with our canary 
perched on the end of it. His music was 
beautiful and melodious. It all seemed so 
peaceful, but it wasn't long before things 
changed. Within a few minutes Hitler had 
begun raining bombs upon our house. This 
resulted in one upsetting fatality- Our canary 
found the badly time attack far too shocking 
for his tiny heart and in an effort to escape 
from reality dropped dead from my father's 
fiddle. I, however, miraculously survived the 
blast. 


A month elapsed and my family planned a 
fruit picking day. They didn't want me to miss 


out on the fun so they packed me up in my cot 
- a haven which I had grown to have some 
doubts about - and carried me off with them. 


Arriving at the orchard, I was left in my cot to 
gurgle amongst the breeze-blown grass. I was 
feeling quite content until I sensed that I was 
being watched. My audience wasn't just a 
frustrating adult insistent upon tickling my 
stomach and uttering words of absolute 
nonsense either. No, my present company was 
far worse than that. 


An inquisitive viper had slithered silently up 
the side of my cot and was now staring me 
straight in my baby-blue eyes. At this point I 
lost interest in my teddy bear. 


The fact that I had ceased my impression of a 
bubbling geyser attracted the attention of my 
father who was in the process of delicately 
hacking off an apple with his pruning knife. 
As soon as he realised the problem his paternal 
instincts came rushing to the fore. Leaping 
from his step ladder, he came sprinting to my 
rescue, brandishing his make-shift weapon. 
Shortly after, I witnessed, what was to my 
young and impressionable mind, a most 
horrific massacre involving the offensive 


pruning knife. Thanks to my father I was 
granted yet another day of life. (Ever since 
that memorable day I have harboured a 
dreaded fear of snakes, and a passionate love 
for pruning knives, so much so that once, 
when I was pruning a tree and a length of old 
rope dropped down on top of me, I tried to cut 
it's head off.) 


It was apparent from these early experiences 
that I was a survivor, though taking into 
account my uncanny ability to aggravate other 
people it is a wonder I ever made it through 
my infant years. I annoyed my best friend, 
Tommy, by getting him to stand at the bottom 
of a slide and then shooting down it only to 
kick all his teeth out. I annoyed my mother by 
applying myself creatively in her lounge- I 
constructed a crane from Mecanno and then 
wedged a burning oil-soaked rag in it's grips. 
The effect was highly realistic and was added 
to by my mother panicking like in a real fire. 
Most surprising of all is that I annoyed my 
father and still managed to live. I sold his 
prized possession, a slate bed snooker table, to 
a kid at school for a pound. 


By now it was obvious that my life was 
destined to be extraordinary. I had all the 


makings of a class one failure. Would these 
unusual talents be wasted upon me, or would I 
accept my special calling and go on to be the 
biggest failure to ever walk the earth? That 
would have to be seen. 


Lesson 2 


Conkering the Business 
World 


You've probably seen those cartoons where 
greedy Mickey Mouse or Donald Duck has 
pound-note symbols for eyeballs. Well, that is 
exactly what I was like at the age of nine. The 
sight of any profitable business undertaking 
was enough to make my face shine up like a 
pin-ball machine in an electric storm. It was 
then that I stumbled upon my first giant idea. I 
adjudged that I could become a millionaire by 
selling conkers at school. 


Setting off early one Saturday morning, I 
made haste for the field where the conker trees 
grew. It was autumn and I figured that the 
horse-chestnuts were sure to be waiting for me 


to come along and pick them up from the leaf- 
covered ground. My head was spinning at the 
thought of money - lots of it. 


My idea was the greatest ever, and certain to 
make me a pretty fortune (this has since 
become my most frequently used succession of 
words). I hadn't a care in the world, at least 
not just yet, and as the sun shone on my seven- 
and-three-quarter inch neck I dreamed of shiny 
conkers and a huge bank account. I stopped 
dreaming when I confronted a concrete lamp 
post. 


At school it was the peak of the conker 
fighting season. Every child would be joining 
in the fights, and where there are fights there 
are usually casualties. When the fight happens 
to be a conker fight the casualty is, more often 
than not, a conker, or the other child's 
kneecaps. As I had at present made no plans 
to open a hospital I concentrated on the sale of 
conkers rather than the patching up of the 
human anatomy. With a playground full of 
pulverised conkers there was sure to be a 
massive demand for my ready-picked product. 
(Note: I had done my market research.) I 
would have customers queuing up from the 
netball posts to the staff lavatories! Even 


before I had acquired my merchandise I had 
decided upon a retail price - They would sell 
at ten for a penny. 


When I eventually arrived at the conker tree 
field, after encountering many similar lamp 
posts as before, I noticed a very fine specimen 
of a tree. It was a beautiful creation with 
many strong boughs and a sturdy trunk. 
However, I was not here for a nature study 
outing, nor to climb this heaven-high tree. I 
was here on business, so I resisted the almost 
overwhelming temptation to act my age. 


Proceeding on to the chosen tree, I began to 
search the leafy ground below for conkers. 
There were none to be found. Assuming that 
the tree still held it's crop, I scanned the area 
for a suitable stick. When I had obtained this 
implement I commenced hurling it into the air, 
hoping to be met by a hoard of falling nuts at 
any moment. I was sorely mistaken. 


After twenty minutes of propelling the stick 
into the atmosphere, and after the same stick 
coming back down to earth and landing on my 
head, I discovered I had made an error of 
judgment. This was in fact an Elm tree. 
Regardless of how much I exercised my 


biceps, and puffed, and panted, and sweated, 
and groaned, and generally made a total fool 
of myself, I would never obtain conkers from 
this tree. 


Humiliated by the Elm tree, I progressed on to 
what appeared to be the correct species and 
once more hunted through the undergrowth for 
conkers. Again I was dismayed. There was 
not a nut in sight, excluding myself of course. 
As I rubbed my aching head I looked 
heavenward in search of an answer to my 
dilemma. That was when my sad little face 
altered to that of a happy disposition. Why, up 
on the highest branches of this tree were 
multitudes of my much sought after conkers. I 
was delighted and quickly resumed my 
previous ritual of stick-hurling. 


After a further ten minutes I was feeling 
rather apathetic as I hadn't hit a thing, except 
myself, but then all that changed. My 
continued determination had in fact loosened 
the conkers. The reaction had simply been 
delayed. Two minutes later, taken quite by 
surprise, as I sat despondently under the tree, I 
was buried alive. 


Despite being rudely imposed upon in this 


manner, I was overjoyed. The next step was to 
transport these assets back to my home. I had 
brought with me two paper carrier bags for this 
specific task. Grovelling around in a mountain 
of nuts, I felt quite lost, but soon the operation 
had been successfully carried out. The bags 
were full to their brims and their seems were 
bulging. With great vigour and vim I 
attempted to lift the dead weights up on to my 
narrow shoulders. 


Have you ever noticed that when you put 
anything heavier than a loaf of bread into a 
carrier bag you shortly after find it's contents 
displaced all over the floor? These bags were 
no exception to the rule. Giving way at the 
handles, they promptly deposited some of my 
hard-earned conkers back on to the grass that 
they were originally laying on. Then, after 
dragging the busted bags across the field and 
on to the footpath, the bottoms of both bags 
dropped out. I was filled with disillusion. 


The next few minutes were spent crawling 
around after runaway conkers, much to the 
disgust of passing pedestrians who, once in a 
while, would take a trip on them. One old 
dear, walking her basset hound, was especially 
interested when her pup began to feast on my 


conkers. This ghastly creature, (the dog, not 
the old dear,) looked slightly sick after it's 
banquet of nuts, which I felt served him only 
fairly. Iam extremely glad that the little old 
granny wasn't aware of my address, otherwise 
I most surely would have received the 
veterinary bill that was certain to have arisen 
from this unfortunate accident. 


Getting home without the use of the carrier 
bags would have been impossible if it had not 
been for the fact that I was so skinny. Let me 
explain. Being of much smaller build than my 
contemporaries, I found that I had plenty of 
space in my pockets to put the conkers, with 
the added bonus that I could still just about 
walk. Escorting my pickings home in this way 
wasn't all that comfortable. With numerous 
bulges in my lower torso, horizontal leg 
movement proved more difficult than usual. 
However, I managed to force my bony knees 
to carry me along despite the great pain. At 
times I felt my endurance would give out, for 
instance when I took a well-deserved rest on 
the park bench - it was like sitting on a bed of 
nails. Finally, however, I did manage to 
waddle my way back to base. 


Falling through my front door like an 


exhausted jelly, I lay face down on the carpet 
gasping for breath. I looked like a cobbled 
street. With the little energy I still possessed I 
gave a pathetic whimper to my sister. She 
kindly came to my aid and together we 
transported the new business up to my 
bedroom. The extended favour had to be paid 
for of course - outgoings of ten conkers for 
casual labour. By now my assets were 
dwindling. 


Over the next few weeks I carried out the 
delicate operation of baking what nuts I had 
left in my mum's oven. The smell of burning 
conkers was atrocious and made breathing 
almost unbearable. It was worth it though 
because the end result was truly wonderful. 
Each and every nut had a surface as hard as an 
armoured toffee apple - quite invincible! Then 
I discovered that I should have bored holes in 
them before I cooked them stiff! This silly 
mistake cost me many more assets due to 
conkers splitting during the stringing process. 


Finally, I had finished, and rows of baked and 
polished horse-chestnuts stood on parade for 
their pre-sale inspection. As I was the 
inspector, and my welfare depended on the 
success of this business, I decided that my 


products met the standard. Okay, so they were 
as wrinkled as prunes from my enthusiasm 
with the oven, but they were as tough as nails 
and bound to win any conker fight. They were 
now ready to be traded in for cash. The 
market price would indeed be ten a penny, a 
bargain no one would be able to refuse. The 
price would be just enough to pay for the 
string and the gas bill from using my mum's 
oven. 


Due to the upsetting fact that my carrier bags 
had seen the last of their working days I had to 
devise a more practical method of transporting 
my very limited company to school. 


Looking like a disturbed, mummified twit, I 
set off to school bandaged in string and shiny 
brown conkers, with just a small gap enabling 
me to determine the edge of the pavement. I 
think I passed the old dear again - this time 
without her basset hound - but she didn't 
recognise me under all the bits and bobs. As I 
journeyed along I also received copious 
insulting remarks from passers by who thought 
I looked silly adorned in such a manner, but 
there was a grand purpose to my unusual 
behaviour, so I didn't let them put me off. 


In the course of time, I showed up at school. 
Although the string had slipped down across 
my eyes, and I couldn't detect any life visually, 
I was made aware, from the noise in the 
playground, that there were potential 
customers all around me. Entering my 
territory in the string cocoon, and stumbling 
about aimlessly like a blind man, screaming 
"Ten a penny!" in a muffled voice, I awaited 
my first sale. It never came. 


Crawling out from what was now simply a 
tangled mess, I stood up to investigate. My 
business was not prospering for one adequate 
reason: Each and every child had spent a 
productive autumn weekend just as I had. 
Maybe I should have engaged myself in the 
"pick-your-own" side of the market! 


When I got into class, again lashed up in 
string and nuts, I raised my hand, after I had 
found it, and explained to the teacher that I 
was unable to see the blackboard. She 
suggested either sitting next to a female at the 
front of the room or otherwise giving my 
conkers a rest. I reluctantly chose the latter 
option. The remainder of the day was spent 
sulking over my premature redundancy. 


That was my first whirlwind experience with 
the business world. As you can see, I was 
fully wrapped up in my work, literally. This 
spectacular flop gave my confidence quite a 
boost and put me well on the way to attaining 
the Great Loser's Award. I knew, if I applied 
my mind to its greatest capacity, that I could 


do even worse, so I continued my tremendous 
aptitude for devising new and wonderful 
endeavours, progressing on to more daring 
feats of skill that would one day devastate me. 


Lesson 3 


Work Begins to Heat Up 


At eleven years old, my interests, now totally 
deviated from conkers, though not yet fully 
concentrated on the female species, turned to 
bicycles. 


I remember clearly the first bike I possessed. 
It was a rickety, old, blue thing known as a 
"sit-up-and-beg" bike. My father owned it 
really but unlike me he had self-esteem, hence 
he allowed me to ride it. I was grateful for the 
freedom it offered me, although riding it was 
quite an ordeal. 


The frame was, I think, twenty inches, and 
having only an eighteen inch inside leg 
measurement I found it very uncomfortable 
riding with the cross bar substituting for the 
saddle. Pedalling in a most hunched-up pose, 
which hurt very much on the down-stoke, I 
found that the only way to take corners was at 
a forty degree list. Occasionally I would make 
it round it one piece, whilst still maintaining 
my perpendicular height along with my 
excruciatingly painful facial expressions. 


I never did grow into that bike, although at 
times it tried to grow into me. I still have the 
same eighteen inch inside leg measurement at 
the age of fifty-plus, and I think this is the 
main reason that people laugh at me. 


In time, I came to be of an age where I felt 
self conscious riding around on a heap of junk. 
I had to get myself a new bike. As usual, I 
was skint, so I couldn't afford to buy myself a 
bike. I settled for a visit to the scrap yard to 
see what I could find in the way of second- 
hand materials to construct my own vehicular 
transport. My quest proved productive. 


It was quite surprising what could be 
accomplished with a little imagination. For 


the next few years I was seen riding around on 
what could only be termed a work of modern 
art. Pedalling about for many a happy hour on 
this cleverly disguised bicycle, I had plenty of 
time to think of the next stage on my money- 
making plans. 


I was born to discover things. Quite by 
accident I found that a bicycle could be 
completely metamorphosised by smashing it 
head on into something. After an intimate 
encounter with our next door neighbour's 
garden wall, my cycle was reduced to a mere 
five an a half inches in the horizontal plane. It 
desperately needed repairing! It was then that 
I had another brain wave which hurt very 
much. I could start my own bicycle repair 
firm! I could turn my hobby into a business 
and earn pots of money from it! 


It didn't take long to put my idea into action. 
My shattered machinery found itself plundered 
for spare parts. I acquired a second-hand 
frame and then set about building a bicycle 
from scratch. When it was completed I would 
sell it. I felt this was a good idea and my inner 
thoughts on the matter were reflected in my 
beaming, inexperienced face. I was going to 
be a rival to the Raleigh bicycle factory! I was 


going to be a rich man! (I was going to be 
sorely disappointed! ) 


My first decision was to strip the crushes 
apparatus of its essential parts so that they 
could be used on the new frame. Finding a 
spanner, I began making attempts to remove 
the wheels. This proved unsuccessful as the 
nuts had rusted into position. So a crow bar 
replaced the spanner. Very soon the shed was 
full of spokes. For a split second I had the 
ingenious idea of inventing the less-friction, 
spokeless bicycle wheel. I quickly dismissed 
this thought after realizing that I had just 
invented it. It would certainly be friction 
reducing, but only because the rider wouldn't 
be going anywhere! It was of no use to 
civilization at all! 


I went on to salvage the brakes and handle 
bars from the mutilated bike and then focused 
my undivided attention on the second hand 
frame. Structurally it could not be faulted. It 
was as sound as could be. Cosmetically 
though, it left a lot to be desired. It was an 
eyesore, a wreck. What it urgently needed was 
a fresh coat of paint, but first the many coats 
of old, dull, blue paint had to be removed. 
Good preparation would ensure a top-notch 


respray job, but how could I strip it? 


I figured the easiest method would be to burn 
the paint off. The next few destructive 
minutes passed very quickly. Siphoning my 
dad's moped, I filled my mum's baking tin with 
petrol. This was merely a tiny part of my 
immaculate scheme. Using an old paint brush 
I then began slapping the highly explosive 
liquid all over the frame, and everywhere else 
as well. Finally, striking a match, I stood and 
watched as my new business scheme went up 
in smoke. An incredible reaction next took 
place which I will never be able to forget. 


In the ensuing commotion, the peeling paint 
saw fit to set fire to the baking tin. With the 
tin now containing a ball of leaping flames, 
setting light to my dad's tool boxes, I saw no 
option but to sprint from the shed and hurl it 
into my mum's bed of pansies. Have you ever 
noticed that pansies have a look of surprise on 
their faces? Well, these particular pansies had 
more than just a simple look of surprise, 
especially now that they too were being 
consumed in fire. 


The shed, which was presently also being 
engulfed, took priority over the pansies, 


mainly for the reason that my dad's new 
moped was still in there. We all have our 
sense of values, so, running back into the 
danger zone, I began making efforts to 
extinguish the flames. I took no note of my 
personal safety except for when I discovered 
my eyebrows were singeing. Still, they were 
rather prominent at the time, so it didn't really 
matter when fifty percent of them was burnt 
away. Once the shed was safe I continued to 
surprise the bewildered pansies further still by 
energetically stamping them into the ground. 
Finally, everything but myself was calm. 


Well, that was it, my intricate plans blown 
away in the passing of a few seconds. My 
efforts at building a bicycle had bitten the dust. 
You've heard of the plastic bicycle, haven't 
you? Well, I had the world's first, 
revolutionary, charcoal one! 


Unfortunately, the poor old pansies never 
lived to see another day, but I did. This led me 
up to school leaving age. With qualifications 
in mass destruction I joined an uninformed 
business specializing in bicycle and 
motorcycle repairs. This was, in my opinion, 
an apprenticeship for when I would once again 
run my own company. 


Lesson 4 


Wheels of Misfortune 


Entering the cycle repair trade as a mere 
humble apprentice, there was much for me to 
learn. Most of my training was to be from on- 
the-job experience. 


One dark December afternoon I was 
appointed the duty of cleaning a collection of 
motorcycle parts with my favourite fluid - 
petroleum. After completing the necessary 
cleansing of an oily carburettor I was left with 
a cocoa tin of contaminated petrol. Not 
knowing what to do with it, and to a certain 
degree still innocent as to the chemical 
properties of such a fluid, I walked over to the 


cast iron stove, lifted up the lid, and threw it 
in. There was a mind blowing flashback 
which once again assaulted my eyebrows 
beyond redemption. 


Mr. Bates, the proprietor of this thriving 
business, and my blessed employer, was in his 
office at the time, a separate building facing 
the workshop I was presently destroying. The 
turbulent events from within attracted his 
undivided attention. 


From his executive box he was treated to a 
magnificent display of vivid colour as a four 
foot plume of flame streaked and whistled out 
of the six-inch galvanized flu pipe and 
illuminated the winter sky with flying sparks 
and glowing embers. 


Instinctively abandoning his ring side seat, he 
sprinted like a bat out of hell into the ever 
increasingly hostile territory. Charging 
through the workshop door, with mental 
images that an acetylene gas canister had just 
blown up in my face, he found it was only me, 
attempting to prove my worth amongst the 
world of mechanics. 


I still held an avid interest in smashing up 


bikes. Every day I would ride to and from 
work and on one such day I had the pleasure of 
being involved in a very untoward accident. 
On my way home from the shop one evening I 
encountered a poor old man riding one of 
those infamous sit-up-and-beg bikes. It 
brought back painful memories. Anyway, 
somehow I managed to collide with the chap. 
The elderly fellow went on to perform the 
most amazing backward triple somersault. 
With talent such as he displayed he could have 
run away from his pensioner's home and 
joined the circus. The Flying Granddad would 
have been a box office attraction! 


Of course, the old man's contraption was a 
complete write off, and his face didn't look 
that pretty either. So, frantically scooping up 
what wreckage was mine, I left the elderly 
gent with his front wheel spinning around his 
head. 


The following day we had a customer at the 
shop. While he cursed and moaned about 
some young juvenile delinquent who had 
mutilated his bike, I concealed my 
identification as best I could, while attempting 
to mend his very buckled bicycle. 


For an unusually little fellow, sporting only an 
eighteen inch inside leg measurement, a 
motorcycle seemed a more practical method of 
transportation as it relieved me of the torturous 
labour of pedalling, a procedure which greatly 
offended my crutch. Besides, I thoroughly 
enjoyed the extra power found lurking beneath 
the saddle, power which a rusty, clapped out, 
old push bike lacked to some extent. 


I clearly recollect the first motorbike I 
straddled. It was one of those outstanding 
occasions in life that one never forgets. The 
machine was a B.S.A. Bantam, the property of 
a friend of mine. Being the generous but 
foolish soul that he was, he kindly extended to 
me the opportunity of a solo ride. Of course, I 
eagerly jumped at the chance. 


"Just take it up to the end of the road and 
back", he said. 


With great enthusiasm over my newly 
acquired freedom, I leapt in to the saddle and 
thereafter sped off up the road for a quarter of 
a mile. 


As I turned the bike around for the return 
journey, I noticed that my friend was 


frantically waving his arms about. I therefore 
naturally assumed that he meant for me to go 
faster, so I accelerated until I was hurtling 
along at a significant speed. Strangely, the 
faster I travelled, the faster his arms would 
rotate, until eventually it seemed imminent 
that he would become airborne. 


I soon discovered the reason behind his 
fanatical and non-conformist behaviour. 

When I finally arrived back at his side, 
grinning all over my face from the exhilaration 
of riding my first motorcycle, he angrily 
shouted into my wind blown and tingling ear, 
"You're supposed to take it out of first gear!" 


After gaining further experience at Mr. Bates 
motorcycle shop I was promoted. Despite 
trying regularly to transform his workshop into 
a fire work factory he entrusted me with 
greater responsibilities and moved me on to 
working with mopeds. Now, it must be 
pointed out that the mopeds in those distant 
days were quite unlike the mopeds that today's 
generation of youth are seen posing around on. 
The mopeds of yesteryear were simply push 
bikes with engines strapped on the back 
making them self propelled. These 
contraptions relied on a number of methods to 


move them along. Most were petrol driven, 
with chains or pulleys linking the engine to the 
back wheel. Others used drive wheels 
touching the bicycle tyre. Some even had their 
rear wheels completely removed and replaced 
with a "power wheel". They had to be seen to 
be believed. 


Selling under a number of impressive names - 
"The Wonder Wheel", "The Cycle Master", 
"The B.S.A. Winged Wheel" - they all gave 
the visual image of speed and excitement, racy 
cycle rides on your adapted Raleigh, heart 
stopping thrills and spills to rival those only 
previously experienced on the racing circuit. 
In reality their specifications were a little more 
modest. Even with motorization of this style 
they still required manual help from the rider 
when attempting to ascend a steep incline. 


My first intimate encounter with this 
hypersonic machinery occurred one lunch 
time. While all the other mechanics were off 
boozing I ventured out into the yard with a 
B.S.A. Winged Wheel power assisted bicycle. 


For a while I just ran along side the chugging 
machine to get the hang of it, but finally, after 
plucking up enough courage, I let the clutch 


out. At that moment, it burst forth into 
unadulterated power and leapt forward with 
such a jerk that it wrenched my arms from 
their sockets. Not wishing to be parted from 
this valuable conveyance I was consequently 
forced to quicken my pace to a lively fifteen 
miles per hour, a speed faster than that of an 
average marathon runner. As the power bike 
willed my reluctant legs to move hastily across 
the ground I tried desperately to pull back the 
clutch which seemed unexplainably stiff until 
finally, after being dragged, semi-sprinting, for 
a hundred yards, I managed to bring the bike 
skidding to a halt in a billowing cloud of dust. 


As the mayhem around me subsided, I wiped 
the sweat from my drowning forehead and 
sighed a sigh of deep relief. I was nothing less 
than extremely delighted to have come out of 
the dramatic events without physical injuries, 
and even more pleased that the bike had 
suffered no damage. It seemed obvious to me 
that the proper place for this menacing 
machinery was back in the bike racks, not in 
my mismanaging hands. I quickly pushed the 
moped back to the workshop and parked it 
among all the other untamed mechanical 
beasts. I 
then tried my best to look innocent. 


Lesson 5 


Life on the Hard 
Shoulder 


Some while later, after my nightmarish 
memories had ceased to haunt me, I felt I 
could once again face riding a moped without 
my nerves turning to jelly. With this return of 
confidence, and a certain amount of dare- 
devilish motivation, I applied for my 
motorcycle test. If I chanced to pass I would 
be free to speedily roam wherever my heart 
would incline, providing I had something to 
ride. 


For the examination, my dad kindly entrusted 
me with his treasured moped, the very same 
one that had narrowly escaped being blown to 
pieces in the surprised pansy incident. Dad's 


mighty mean machine was similar to those 
already described, a quite ordinary pedal 
bicycle with a power pack strapped to its rear. 
In this case, the power pack was an odd 
looking thing closely resembling a curled up 
tortoise hitching a lift on the panniers. Despite 
its disappointing appearance, it still delivered a 
punchy 32 c.c., quite enough power for a 
reckless novice like myself. 


On the big day of the test, my natural riding 
proficiency and instinctive road sense enabled 
me to pass without let or hinderance. I 
returned home the proud holder of a driving 
license, my legal ticket to a life of freedom 
among the brotherhood of road-worthy 
motorists, unrestricted on the highways of 
menace and motion, licensed to laugh pedal 
cyclists and pedestrians in the face. 


In those days, once you had passed on a 32 
c.c. power assisted bicycle, you were allowed 
to go straight out and dive into the bulky 
leather saddle of a 1000 c.c. Vincent Black 
Shadow or a Triumph Thunderbird, or even a 
Manx Norton if your taste preferred. 
Whichever brute of a bike you opted for, it 
seemed a huge leap up from a rust-heap of a 
Raleigh. This probably explains why, out of 


the twelve lads I used to ride around with, two 
got killed, one lost his leg, and another took a 
trip through the radiator of a car. I was the 
only fortunate one who didn't break any limbs. 


After passing my test, the motorcycle I chose 
to ride was a 350 c.c. Aerial Red Hunter, a 
machine which suited my character, or so I 
thought. The fact that it was ten times more 
powerful than the one I had taken my test on 
didn't bother me in the slightest. It was a 
rather meaty machine, with stubby little 
handlebars - to fit my stubby little arms - and 
big, chunky, stainless steel exhaust pipes to 
expel lots of lead into the atmosphere. 
Equipped with my "jockey cap" crash helmet 
and Mark VIII World War Two flying 
goggles, as worn by Spitfire pilots, I really 
looked the business. 


Along with perilous speed comes the need for 
strict safety precautions. A motorcyclist 
should always don himself with a good set of 
leathers. My strange bodily protection came in 
the form of a bomber crew's flying suit which 
included wiring inserted into the lining to be 
plugged into a Lancaster's electrical system. (I 
had always fostered a keen interest in aviation, 
an obsession stemming from my childhood 


days when I would go on bombing missions on 
my bicycle, blitzing enemy manhole covers 
with six inch nails dropping from my brake 
levers. The passion for pilotry still persisted.) 


At this time I weighed a weedy eight and a 


half stone and stood little more than five foot 
two inches above ground level. My flying suit 
was designed for some beefy aviator, so, when 
I climbed inside it, a surplus twelve inches of 
slack leather sagged lifelessly from my 
midriff. This superfluous overhang then had 
to wrapped around my skinny body several 
times and tied up with a wide leather belt to 
prevent it uncoiling while I was in motion. At 
the same time, due to the extreme length of the 
leggings, it had to be yanked up and tucked in 
further still to stop my ankles becoming 
entangled in the ravenous chain seeking to 
devour me up to the knees. Therefore, with a 
ballooning belly, and yet a back of little 
substance, I took on the appearance of a one 
sided deflated camel - quite a sight to see 
hurrying down an arterial road. 


Then there was the machine itself. Being 
noticeably different in style and taste to most 
other human beings, I wanted my bike to be 
that extra bit special. After going to the 
cinema and seeing the box office hit "Sound 
Barrier", a spectacular aircraft movie full of 
fighter jets attempting to fly faster than the 
speed of sound, my freely wandering and 
highly imaginative mind allowed me to believe 
that my Aerial Red Hunter was more than just 


an ordinary road going motorcycle. My 
fantasies had me flying high above the clouds, 
the able pilot of a Super-Marine Swift as 
flown, and crashed, in the film. 


Most aircraft are christened with an 
appropriate name so, wishing to get all the 
important details as true to life as possible, I 
marked my front mudguard with the word 
"Promethius", the name of the plane in "Sound 
Barrier". This strange literary addition to my 
bike caught the attention of many fellow 
motorists. Some of them thought Promethius 
was a new kind of fuel to replace petrol or 
diesel. Others thought I was riding a foreign 
Jap-Taiwanese machine. Most just thought I 
had gone mad. 


Life on the open roads certainly was not all 
smooth cruising. There was the unfortunate 
time that a temporary stop at a set of traffic 
lights turned into a long-term parking spree. 
Pulling up along side a brand new Morris 
Minor, I lowered my tiny legs to prevent my 
hefty bike from overturning and flattening me 
into the ground. I passed a smile to the driver 
of the Morris Minor who seemed to be 
watching my bike with great interest. He must 
have been envious of my privileged and 


superior motoring position - the advantages 
that a motorcycle has over a car, for example 
the ability to perform wheelies. 


I looked through my aeroplane goggles at the 
red light, revving the throttle so as to be ready 
to leap into action at the starting signal. With 
the deep, vigorous rumble of the massive 
engine beneath my humble bottom, I felt really 
tough. Then I felt really hot. 


A rising cloud of thick, black smoke, denser 
than myself, was gradually enshrouding me 
and obliterating my vision. "Oh goodness!" I 
thought in a frightful panic, "My bike's on 
fire!" With the realization that I had once 
more attracted calamity, I sprung from my 
motorbike before my weathered leather 
trousers caught light as well. 


In my hour of need, the driver of the Morris 
Minor just turned an eye of discrimination 
upon me, looking cynically down his upturned 
nose at me, as if to say, "I have nothing to do 
with this noodle." Just then, the traffic lights 
changed to green and the Good Samaritan 
pulled away, leaving me helplessly stuck in the 
middle of the road with a motorbike emitting 
puffs of smoke and blazings of fire. To have 


to cope with a roadside inferno was bad 
enough, but to have become an object of scorn 
amongst my fellow motorists nigh on reduced 
me to tears. 


The cause of the mysterious accident turned 
out to be a fault in the electrical wiring, so, 
after all the internal components had burnt to 
non-existence, producing a lot of toxic fumes 
which made me cough, the threatening flames 
retreated of their own accord and the fire died 
out. Being so dextrous in the art of motorcycle 
repairs, I applied my skills to the fullest extent 
and soon had the bike back in road worthy 
condition. I was ready to ride into yet more 
mishap and danger. 


Lesson 6 


Beyond the Limit 


Just as birds of a feather flock together, so 
motorcycle enthusiasts mingle with other 
motorcycle enthusiasts, the technical term for 
a bunch of noise loving louts. I was no 
exception. 


My town was full of crazy bikers, addicted to 
defying death on a regular basis. Being rather 
abnormal myself, I wanted to be in with the 
crowd. Their primary assembly point was the 
town centre due to it being ideally situated at 
the bottom of an incredibly steep and winding 
hill, perfect for a spot of mad speedway 
practice followed by a spell of hospital food in 
major traction. This was the point where they 


would meet and show off their highly polished 
bikes and give demonstrations of what their 
powerful engines were capable of. I knew full 
well that the only way to nose in on this close 
knit social group of madcap motorcyclists was 
to show that I too knew how to handle a bike. 
I would have to show myself to be their biking 
buddy, to display to them the tricks and knacks 
that come only with years of motorcycling 
experience. If I could pull this one off they 
would be certain to slap me on the back, offer 
me a beer, and welcome me as a fellow 
kamikaze. 


For a few moments I poised motionless at the 
top of the hill, meditating on the awesome 
course set before me, staring with glazed eyes 
at the winding road leading down into the 
town centre. From my high vantage point I 
could see the crazy bikers. Soon, they would 
be admiring a new celebrity. 


I was a ball of tension, my heart pounding, fit 
to burst, and my veins stinging from the 
sudden rush of adrenaline. After convincing 
myself that street credibility was worth the 
risk, I grasped the throttle with my white- 
knuckled hand, pulled it back, and unleashed 
the power of the beast. 


Away I shot, a streak of lightening on two 
wheels, a human bullet through the air. All 
scrunched up, with my knobbly knees tucked 
into my chest, I leaned fully forward in the 
saddle so as to be closer to the prevailing 
action. Down the hill I whizzed, pushing my 
bike beyond all previous boundaries, passing 
limits of unbelievable magnitudes, while still 
looking bravely ahead as the world passed as a 
blur before my goggle-clad eyes. 


As I plummeted towards the town below, with 
the gusty gale blowing on my cheeks and 
inflating my arms and legs until they were no 
longer recognizable, I assumed a more 
aerodynamic shape, laying as flat as I could 
with my chest buried in the petrol tank. The 
bumpy road surface continued to pound at my 
wheels, causing vibrations to travel up the 
forks and through my head. This made me 
shake a bit, and every now and then my 
"jockey-cap" crash helmet would slip down 
across my terror-filled eyes. In spite of all the 
odds and disadvantages I courageously hung 
on in expectation of the oncoming hairpins. 
Then the fun began. 


I careered round a sharp left hand bend 


without looking to see if anything was coming 
the other way, and then accelerated into the 
following right, leaving me only seconds away 
from my premier show down. My awaiting 
audience was about to witness a magnificent 
display of skilful riding, not to mention an 
awful lot of pot luck. 


The moment of truth had arrived. On the final 
right hand bend I lent my bike over as far as it 
would go and whizzed into the arena of 
expectant spectators wearing a forced, and 
rather shaky smile. Then, in the middle of my 
splendid introduction the inevitable happened - 
disaster! 


My last daring manoeuvre had caused a rather 
important securing bolt to drop out of position. 
This in turn resulted in a loosened brake arm 
rotating round and locking solid, causing a 
screeching skid as my wheels stopped turning. 
I went into a surprise performance I hadn't 
bargained for. 


The air was instantly filled with the smell of 
burning rubber as my tyres welded themselves 
to the road. Then there was a clash of metal as 
my machine slipped over on to it's side and 
went scraping across the street. As captain of 


the fated ship I felt obliged to remain on board 
throughout the ordeal. 


Worried faces watched on as I tumbled and 
rolled past them with so many arms and legs 
flying about that I looked like an ambidextrous 
octopus. I finished my act in a big heap at the 
foot of the library steps, and there I lay, with 
steamed up goggles, awaiting the judges' 
score. As they looked on with apparent 
distaste, I thought to myself, "I bet you can't 
beat that, lads!" 


After my painful initiation day I returned to 
the slopes to have another attempt at the world 
record for bashing my head in. Hurtling down 
the same hill at a vastly ridiculous speed again, 
I made as much noise as it was humanly 
possible to let my clan know I was coming. 


I took the left, followed by the drastic right, 
quicker this time for I had become quite a pro'. 
Then, as I made my grand reentrance around 
the final right hand bend, there, standing in the 
middle of the road, waiting for me to appear, 
was the local bobby with his long arm of the 
law raised in authority. I slammed my brakes 
on and stopped as ordered. 


"I 'eard you comin' 'alf a mile away!" he said 
in a law-enforcing kind of voice. Then I 
watched nervously as he withdrew a menacing 
black book from his top pocket. What 
followed should have taught me a lesson, but 
his warnings went unheard. Biking was in my 
blood. I was born with the need for speed. 


Lesson 7 


Road Hog 


On another occasion, I was experiencing the 
joys of riding my motorcycle on a starlit night. 
The thrill of flying around the corners at a 
forty-five degree bank some seconds after my 
bike was electrifying. As I sped along, with 
the cool night breeze blowing in my startled 
face, I fantasized that I was the front runner in 
an exciting speedway race. I roared and 
revved my engine and flew along as if my 
leathers were ablaze. 


All was heaven until, suddenly, quite 
unexpectedly, I ran into difficulties. Without 
so much of a word of warning there appeared, 
in the beam of my dazzling headlamp, a 
petrified hedgehog pleading for mercy. Sad to 
say, at this death-defying speed, there was no 


mercy to be spared. We instantly made 
contact and the hedgehog was no more. Then, 
bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp, I had a 
puncture. Over the next few hours my 
situation took a drastic turn for the worse. 


After being convincingly persuaded to come 
to a dead halt, I quickly demounted my 
motorcycle and surveyed my surroundings. 
My exciting travels had far removed me from 
the civilized world. I was among the beauties 
of the countryside without anyone to keep me 
company except my friend, the lifeless 
hedgehog, who now lay flat out and breathless 
some yards back up the road. 


It was getting late so I decided I should search 
for a telephone box and make an emergency 
call. So, abandoning my bike, I began my 
quest. Happily, I was not too remote from an 
A.A. call box. Upon reaching this life line, I 
picked up the receiver and petitioned for 
someone to come to my rescue. In an obvious 
manner, the gum-chewing telephonist replied, 
"Stay where you are. We'll come and find 
you." Unless I quickly mastered the art of 
pulling a wheelie for over ten miles I wasn't 
likely to really be going anywhere in a hurry! 


Two hours later - promptness was a lacking 
virtue - a breakdown vehicle arrived on the 
scene. There emerged from within a lanky 
little man adorned in a greasy boiler suit. The 
happy chap cast his eyes over my perforated 
tyre and smiled. He then cheerfully told me, 
"I'll have to take your wheel off and take it 
back to my workshop to mend the puncture." 
He seemed drunk with the power of keeping 
me immobile. 


As the mechanic drove away into the distance 
with my wheel, I gave a hearty yawn. By now 
my whole body was crying out for sleep. I 
retook my seat on the wheel-less motorbike 
and tried to get my head down for a bit of kip. 


I didn't sleep comfortably that night. Every so 
often I would dozily fall forward in the saddle 
and unbalance the bike. The front forks would 
then hit the ground and cause a penetrating 
judder to pass throughout the length of my 
exhausted body. Aside from this minor 
inconvenience, my dozing was also interrupted 
by a visit from the law wanting to know why I 
was loitering and whether I had any "intent". 
To this idiotic remark I replied, hoping to be 
arrested and escorted to a police cell for a bit 
of sleep, "Where the heck do you think I'm 


supposed to go without a wheel attached to the 
front of my bike?!" 


Two hours and thirteen and a half minutes 
later, the grease monkey returned. "I couldn't 
do much with that wheel of yours, mate!" he 
said with noticeable glee. "I found twenty- 
seven holes in it! What, you ride over a rake 
or something?" 


After many years of dodging danger, and 
near-death misses, I laid my goggles aside. In 
their fast and furious life that had beheld a lot 
of action. In fact, in my possession, they had 
seen more danger than they ever did in the seat 
of a dog-fighting Spitfire. Now they were to 
enjoy a well earned rest. My motorcycling 
days were over. Having attained to maturity, 
(I was now twenty years of age), I felt that a 
car would match my personality a lot better. 


Getting a car meant selling my bike which, at 
the time, was worth about thirty-five pounds. 

I, being me, made a loss on this transaction, 
handing it over to a bloke who paid me ten bob 
every once in a while for what seemed all 
eternity. But did that bother me? Heavens, 
no! By this time I had quit Mr. Bate's cycle 
shop, much to his great sadness, and entered a 


much better paying profession... life on the 
open builder's site. Success was just a cement 
bag away! 


Lesson 8 


Building a Good 
Foundation 


With eighteen inch inside leg measurements 
you can imagine how far up my legs a pair of 
builder's boots would go. Garbed in my worst 
clothes, and in a most ungroomed state, I went 
to my new boss to see of what service I could 
be. After my attempt at being my own boss in 
the great conker fiasco I felt I still was not 
ready to boss myself around. At this stage in 
my working life I was to be a mere humble 
employee again. 


My commission from the top man was simple. 
I had to pull out twenty or so scaffold poles 
which had been concreted into the ground. 
After I had studied the poles for a little over an 


hour I came to the conclusion that, for a fellow 
of my stature, the task was impossible to 
perform manually. The metal poles seemed to 
be immovably fixed. Scratching my head, I 
began to think. Then, my toes began to tingle 
in the gigantic steel-capped boots. I had an 
idea. 


I had discerned upon the muddy landscape a 
large J.C.B. It was parked some thirty yards 
up the site. The giant beast looked extremely 
powerful. Maybe, if I displayed a little 
persuasive charm, I could go automatic and 
save on physical energy. Walking up to the 
machine, like a doped penguin in my oversized 
footwear, I found that the operator was asleep 
in the cab. After prying his eyes open I 
endeavoured to ask him an easy question. 


"Can I use your J.C.B. to pull those poles out, 
please", I petitioned. He didn't look 
convinced. However, after further begging on 
my behalf he saw the urgency of the situation, 
and though not wishing to entrust me with his 
multi-thousand pound digger agreed to 
perform the duty himself. "What an obliging 
chappie", I thought to myself. The kind man 
thereafter performed the task at great speed 
and very soon the scaffold poles were out of 


their concrete foundations and lined up in neat 
rows in the mud. After performing his deed 
the J.C.B. driver warned me not to disturb him 
again and then resumed his sleep. 


I was wonderfully happy as the pole-pulling 
had only taken half an hour. Off I waddled to 
see the boss of the building site. Probably he 
would commend me. Perhaps I would even 
receive a bonus in my wage packet. Entering 
his office, proud to be of efficient service, I 
awaited my praise and possible promotion. 
After informing my boss of my great speed 
and agility I looked up from my humble 
position. I was met with two bulging, 
bloodshot eyes, and a long drawn-out face as 
pale as can be. The boss simply uttered in a 
monotone"What ?" 


I explained again that I had carried out his 
orders in under two hours from his initial 
summon. This resulted in my boss taking on 
the appearance of a volcano ready to erupt. He 
then looked me in the eye and replied quietly, 
"I thought that's what you meant". He drooped 
his head and his previously tensed arm fell 
limply to his side. I felt sure all was not well. 


I quickly found out that the company was 


being paid hourly and my job with the poles 
should have lasted me three weeks. Not 
desiring to let me loose on any more work, the 
boss handed me my wages and ordered me to 
remove my giant boots. Defrocked, I left the 
building site very disheartened and feeling a 
right melon-head. 


To face unemployment concerned me very 
deeply for I had recently married. I had 
financial responsibilities which would not go 
away. I would have to face them. I had to 
think of something quickly. Fortunately I was 
a man of many talents and could turn my hand 
to a great many trades. I searched my never- 
ending sleeve for emergency schemes, and 
came up with a solution - self employed 
handicrafts... what an idea! 


Lesson 9 


I Was Framed 


Upon getting married, it was not long before I 
began inflicting my young wife with my 
business ideas. Coming into the house one 
evening, I presented my true love with a home 
made tea tray. 


"What is it?" she asked in a puzzled voice. 


"Well what do you think it is, love", I replied 
in an equally confused tone. I was most upset 
that she didn't recognise a masterpiece when 
she saw one. 


After a good few guesses at what this 
mystery object could possibly be, she finally 
gave in. Among her multiple guesses were 


that it was a railway sleeper, or perhaps the 
loft door had fallen off in my clumsy hands. 


What passed across her face when I informed 
her that it was her newest kitchen accessory 
was the most grateful look I have ever seen 
from her. She was overcome with emotion. 
Upon telling me that it was what she had 
always wanted, she fell to the floor in a 
bundled heap of laughter and wouldn't give me 
a serious answer for the following an half 
hour. When she finally recovered she wished 
to point out to me some of the design faults. 
Of course, I was fully aware of what these 
were, but constructive criticism is always very 
useful. 


Her observations were such: It was too 
heavy. Even a trained weight lifter would 
have a power struggle. Also, the six inch nails 
holding it together would likely rust from spilt 
tea, resulting from the sudden movement as 
the tray was dropped on to the table in 
desperation. As well as that, if you tried hard 
enough, you could get splinters in your hands 
from the unsanded handles protruding from the 
sides like a pair of elephant ears. 


I also applied my talented hand to picture 


framing. Admittedly, these productions had 
their slight drawbacks too. This time my wife 
was fully convinced that the loft hatch had 
been reincarnated. Her point was emphasized 
when, upon fixing them on the wall with the 
most enormous self tapping screws I could 
find, they promptly fell off again bringing bits 
of wall with them. The glass on the pictures 
was a quarter of an inch thick. This may have 
contributed to the little dilemma. The 
Prehistoric Framing Firm would have to wait 
until its time. 


The steel fire guards that I produced also 
followed the fashion of being too 
cumbersome. In fact, they could have been 
used to guard the Crown Jewels, let alone a 
meagre fire place. I consoled myself with the 
reasoning that my productions met all the 
safety regulations known to man - no baby 
could ever reach the fire. Neither could I 
when I wished to add more coal. Even this did 
not discourage me. I knew that out there 
somewhere there was a dehydrated market just 
thirsting for my tea trays, fire guards, and 
pictures that proved the law of gravity. 


It always pays an entrepreneur to advertise so 
I crawled off to see my wife. Maybe, with a 


little persuasion, she would like to display my 
junk at her place of work. Certainly, the tea 
trays would make an impact. I was most 
indignant to find that she wouldn't be seen 
dead with my craftwork. I would therefore 
have to advertise for myself. 


After weeks of no response from friends, who 
quickly became enemies just to be on the safe 
side, I found that to have a close family is the 
best thing a man can have. Family will always 
stick by you through thick and thin and stand 
on their head to help you with your minor 
problems. Upon relating my sad misfortune to 
my dear and sweet mother-in-law she felt 
compelled to purchase my entire stock of tea 
trays at retail price. 


Since I approached handicrafts like a builder 
rather than an artist, I figured that perhaps that 
was where my heart still lay. I had made quite 
a name for myself with my last attempt, but 
perhaps I could reenter the trade and start 
afresh. 


Lesson 10 


Holy Water 


On one of my great many building contracts, I 
found myself working at the top of the Town 
Hall. The job involved an enormous amount 
of scaffolding because of the extreme height of 
the building. Of course, for me to successfully 
execute the project, scaffold boards were 
needed at the summit. This posed a problem 
for me. 


Winching the thirteen foot boards up the face 
of the scaffolding on a rather ancient and 
rotted rope was a fairly uncomplicated task 
until the rope gave out under the tremendous 


strain. The board plummeted, twisting and 
turning, toward the busy street below as I 
watched on in amazement from my high 
vantage point. Then it all became too much 
for me and I instinctively closed my eyes as 
my missile narrowly missed a double-decker 
bus and caused mass hysteria amongst the 
innocent townfolk. 


This practice did not reserve itself only to 
large scaffold boards. A short while after 
trying to annihilate a great percentage of the 
town's population with "Project Scaffold 
Board" I moved on to strike a blow at the very 
heart of the community - the vicar's wife. 


Wrestling energetically with a canvass ground 
sheet at the height of the building, I found the 
aforementioned cloth to be slightly damp from 
a storm the evening before. As I pranced 
about, shaking and tugging the sheet, a small 
droplet of rain-water trickled out from within 
and made its way off the scaffolding and down 
to earth. The vicar's wife became the subject 
of impact just as she exited the Town Hall 
building. Quite bewildered by the imposing 
"rain drop", she stood rigidly on the spot with 
a harassed look on her face. She shortly after 
received another plop on the head followed by 


yet more at increasingly regular intervals. 
Obviously puzzled by this change of weather 
in her immediate vicinity only, she remained 
where she was with wonderment. Meanwhile, 
I continued my inelegant dance routine with 
the ground sheet in the skies above. 


At last, after a great deal of exertion, I 
succeeded in opening out the cloth as planned. 
As I did so, the equivalent of about three 
buckets of water disclosed itself. With one 
last tug of immense power on my behalf, the 
stream of water hurtled off the unfolded 
ground sheet and rushed speedily 

to the ground below. 


Meanwhile, the vicar's wife remained 
standing on the hot-spot awaiting the next 
small droplet of rain. 


Lesson 11 


A Close Shave 


Being fairly well trained in the art of 
demolition, I found myself with a very large 
destruction job to carry out. It involved an old 
farm building that was to be dismantled, so 
there was plenty of scope for me to express my 
abilities. 


After the wrecking activities had been 
followed through to completion, my work 
associate and I discovered we had a huge 
quantity of wood and other combustible 
materials in our possession. Now, normally I 
would take everybody's rubbish home with me 
and store it in my shed in case I should ever 
need it. At present though my shed was 


overstocked and I was unable to open it 
without having an avalanche caving in around 
my ears. The rubbish was of no use to us, so 
we decided upon a bonfire to dispose of it 
quickly and efficiently. 


Gathering as much straw and wood as our 
hands could accommodate, we got the great 
fire under way. Soon it was burning well and 
we stood back to admire the array of colour. 

Our contentedness did not last forever. All of 
a sudden there was a terrifying bang which 
startled us immensely. This was followed by a 
piercing whistle and a great number of 
explosions. Feeling sure that we had 
mistakenly fed the bonfire on shot-gun 
cartridges hidden among the farm-yard 
rubbish, we leapt to shelter behind a three foot 
high wall. Then we noticed we were 
crouching in the road. 


However, we counted the costs and came to 
the conclusion that we were safer here than out 
in the front line of the battle. Suddenly, from 
our fortification, our attention was drawn to a 
white foam-like substance streaking across the 
sky. 

This was followed by another such flare, and 
then yet another. We observed with bemused 


interest as strands of a foam-like substance 
descended slowly back to earth. 


My companion and I had, in fact, 
inadvertently emptied a number of tubes of 
shaving cream into the flames. 


Lesson 12 


Chain Reaction 


Later, while still persisting in the building 
trade, I was asked by a gentleman if I would 
remove a chimney pot from the roof of his 
house. Of course, I accepted the challenge, 
which straight away placed my unknowing 
customer in enormous danger. 


When J arrived at the job I cast my eyes 
heavenward and made a detailed study of the 
chimney. It was a fine specimen some six feet 
high. My customer looked at the chimney pot 
also. Then he looked at me, and finally back 
at the chimney pot. I could sense he wasn't too 
sure. This pot dwarfed me by almost eleven 


inches. Still, as a talented builder, I cast fear 
to the wind and commenced climbing up on to 
the roof. As I teetered on the peak the worried 
gent below shouted up to me to particularly 
mind his tulips when I brought the giant red 
pot to earth. Then he went indoors and left me 
alone. 


I recalled the man's impressive words as I 
lifted the six foot chimney pot on to my 
narrow shoulders. Then, as could be expected, 
something went terribly wrong. 


As I leaned over the roof, with the chimney 
pot still balanced precariously about my neck, 
a large section of it, about two feet long, 
parted company with the remaining tube. As it 
bounced along the roof I whispered a prayer 
and watched on as the earthenware pot 
continued its destructive journey. It eventually 
reached, and smashed to pieces, the gutter, 
after breaking a considerable amount of tiles 
along its way. Then it took a sudden 
unexpected leap on to a shed which was 
standing near by. After carrying out horrific 
bodily harm to this roof also, it finished its 
tour of the rooftops by landing indiscreetly in 
the man's prized tulip bed. 


I looked on aghast as the tulips crumpled 
under the pot's tremendous weight. "This is 
bound to cause a few ripples", I thought, and 
sure enough the ripples came. Actually they 
were more like a series of tidal waves than 
ripples. 


The owner flung open the window nearest 
within his reach and stared out disbelievingly 
at his tulips. Then, as if suspecting that I had 
something to do with the incident, he turned 
his astonished eyes up to the roof that I was 
perching on. I smiled. He seemed to find this 
gesture of friendliness to be offensive. I 
waited anxiously to hear the owner's 
statement. 


All of a sudden, he blew up into a raging fit 
which startled me really since I was making 
great efforts to calm the situation. His threats 
left me with absolutely no misunderstanding. 
He was going to ring my head office and 
inform them of my uncanny incompetence. 
Slamming the window very hard , he dashed 
inside to his telephone to report the matter. 
Meanwhile, I continued my devout praying. 


After just a few moments the man came 
tearing back outside with his face closely 


resembling a mercury thermometer under 
maximum conditions. He simply stared at me 
again and informed me that in my 
indiscriminating destruction I had also added a 
mutilated telephone line to my long list of 
casualties. 


Lesson 13 


The Man With 
the Dirty Smile 


My next tale involves a set of dentures. Need 
I go any further? 


When IJ arrived at my destination one 
morning, a public house, I was led to a 
manhole cover. Beneath it was a six feet deep 
drain with a blockage. I had been 
recommended by someone with a marginal 
intelligence factor to come and unblock the 
obstruction. 

I paraded in my drain-unblocking suit, and 


then, after lifting up the man-hole cover, came 
to the wrong conclusion that I could 
accomplish this task with a great deal of skill 
and competence. After poking my head into 
the entrance, and making a thorough survey, I 
chose my equipment. 


Eventually, after a great deal of mental effort, 
I had deciphered how the drain rods fitted 
together. I was then ready to manipulate them 
into the man-hole. 


As I went through the procedure of roding, the 
hole in the ground became increasingly full to 
the brim with gunge and sludge. However, 
eventually the liquified mess subsided. It was 
then time for the very fat foreman to come and 
inspect my labour of love. 


The investigation went smoothly until the 
foreman decided to stick his chubby head into 
the drain for a closer look. Upon smelling the 
obnoxious odour rising forcefully upwards 
from the vertical tube, the man found himself 
surprisingly overcome. He gave an enormous 
cough, and then it happened: We both stood 
and watched as his dentures flew from his 
mouth and down into oblivion. I found this an 
occasion to burst into laughter, but my strange 


humour soon died an unnatural death. 


The gummy foreman ordered me to descend 
into the darkness below to retrieve his teeth. I 
cringed as I envisaged the set of chattering 
dentures awaiting to greet me. Nevertheless, 
as requested, I climbed down through the 
sinister blackness, endeavouring to avoid 
making contact with the foreign matter 
clinging to the sides of the shaft. 


I reached the bottom just in the nick of time 
and grabbed the teeth as they almost got 
washed further into the drain. Then I ascended 
back into the daylight and was met with a 
broad gummy grin as I presented my foreman 
with his lost-and-found dentures. 

After scrubbing them in Fairy Liquid I 
reunited his teeth with his pining gums. He 
had a very sparkling smile and later adopted 
the endearing title of "Bubble Mouth" among 
his contemporaries. 


Lesson 14 


My Brush With Destiny 


With my face looking like an advert for Kiwi 
boot polish, I knocked the door. My wife 
answered and said calmly, "Let me guess. It 
was a disaster." So ended my chimney 
sweeping career, as well planned as it had 
been. The best plans always die young. 


I had spent weeks designing and constructing 
my mode of transport and to have it go down 
the tubes was most upsetting. It was only a 
small cart fixed delicately with pieces of string 
to the rear of my bicycle, but ladened with 
chimney sweeping brushes and dust cloths it 
looked quite professional. The bends were 


quite hard to conquer with this contraption 
dangling precariously from my behind, but 
from my experience with the sit-up-and-beg 
bike I found that I could sometimes make it 
round it one piece. 


I think the idea for this new enterprise 
originally came to me when I was watching 
that touching excerpt from Mary Poppins - 
You know, the one where all the blackened 
faced gentlemen pop in and out of chimneys 
singing Chim-Chim Cheroo? Well, I could 
just visualise myself doing the same thing, 
dancing around the roof tops at twilight with a 
brush in one hand and the sheet music to 
Chim-Chim in the other. I studied the 
movements of each and every sweep in that 
scene, and very soon I had acquired a 
considerable amount of knowledge of the 
world of chimney sweepers. Now it was just a 
matter of putting my ideas into action. 


Investing in a set of brushes, and scrounging 
up some dust sheets, I felt fully prepared to 
meet the world head on with my great 
proposition. I was bubbling with confidence. 
After all, everybody loves a chimney sweep, 
so how could I possibly lose? I'll tell you how. 


Setting off early one morning, with the 
addresses of two customers willing to take a 
chance on me, I whistled my way down the 
street on my company executive bicycle and 
adjoining barrow. Unfortunately, it was 
raining, which has been my lot for most of my 
working life. Hence, I whistled "Singin' in the 
Rain" There was absolutely no way that the 
rain was going to put me off, of that I was 
determined, so I kept on pedalling. 


After riding through many puddles and 
overflowing man-holes I discovered I was very 
wet. So was my cart, and my dust sheets, but 
this little man had unbreakable will power. I 
pedalled on through the river before me until 
eventually I reached my first house, a 
noticeably well-to-do property. It had an 
extremely long path and stone lions embedded 
on the gate posts. "There must be some 
money in this one!" I chuckled. My greedy 
little brain was working overtime at the 
thought of a big tip. I'd have to try extra hard 
at this job. 


I wheeled my bicycle up the huge driveway. 
It seemed never-ending, but eventually I 
reached the big front door. I rang the bell and 


waited expectantly for the householder to 
answer. A woman finally answered after what 
seemed a very long time. 


She looked down at me. 


"You're wet," she said in a most observant 
manner. 


"It's raining," I replied wiping a rain drop from 
the end of my nose. 


"Well come in anyway," she commanded, "but 
wipe your feet." 


This lady came across as posh, and so did the 
house. As I entered she commissioned me into 
a luxurious lounge, the likes of which a poor, 
beggarly pauper like myself had never seen. 
She pointed to a massive marble fire-place. 
"There it is," she said, "but do you not think it 
might be raining just a bit too hard today? 
Won't the soot be soggy?" 


"A little rain won't hurt!" I replied jubilantly, 
"In fact it might help. Perhaps it'll all come 


down in one piece." 


The lady shuffled on the spot a bit and put her 


hand to her chin. "Hmm," she mused, 
"possibly. Oh well, you are the expert, dear. 
You must know what you are doing. I will 
leave you to it, but please try to be clean, 
there's a good chap." At that she left the room 
in my care and went to put the kettle on. 


First of all I set about the awesome task of 
spreading my dust sheets about the room. 
They were, of course, wringing wet. I also 
took the precaution of taping a piece of cloth 
over the mouth of the fire place, leaving just a 
small hole for me to waggle my brush through. 


After that, I tried frantically for about ten 
minutes to fit my brushes together. This was 
the first time that I had attempted to use them, 
and they seemed a bit harder to handle than 
those on Mary Poppins - and longer! After 
wrestling for far too long I gave up, at which 
point the posh lady returned. "One lump or 
two?" she asked. 


"Three please," I replied, "I need all the 
strength I can get." 


After my cup of very sweet tea I felt more 
energetic and was able to resume my fight 
with the delinquent brushes. Eventually I 


overcame them and was ready to start earning 
my money. 


The moment of truth had arrived. I made my 
first poke up the chimney, but was surprised to 
find nothing happening. I wiggled and 
wobbled the bendy brush from one side to 
another but not a spot of soot was to be seen. 


“My word, you are a clean sweep," uttered the 
posh lady returning to make a timely 
inspection visit. 


"Are you sure you haven't just had this 
cleaned?" I asked, "There doesn't seem to be 
any soot up there." 


"Positive," she replied, "Keep wiggling." So I 
did. 


Just at that point my brush got stuck. '’ang 
on!" I exclaimed joyfully, "I think we do have 
somefing after all!" 


"Oh jolly good!" replied the lady, "Pull it!" So 
I did. 


"MISTAKE!" I thought as the chimney 
grumbled. The fire place began to tremble and 


I tightened my grip on the brush. Moments 
later an almighty ball of black soot came 
shooting down the chimney and announced it's 
presence in the fire place with a resounding 
“THUMP!” 

Upon cascading out from beneath the badly 
taped-up and exceptionally soggy dust sheet it 
began to radiate until finally it settled in it's 
dispersed form all around the lounge. My 
surprised little face was still full of soot when I 
later received my ten shillings for the job. 


Unperturbed by this minor hiccup I gathered 
up the soot into my plastic rubbish bags, 
loaded up my cart, and rode over the horizon 
into the torrents of rain. Of course, quite soon, 
the soot became watered down and very 
heavy. Giving way from underneath, the 
rubbish bags split. Then the whole lot 
continued through the bottom of my weak and 
wobbly cart. The accompanying rain saw fit to 
wash the soot across the street and all I could 
do was watch dismally as my company bit the 
dust once again. My vision of starring with 
Mary Poppins had diminished in a cloud of 
soot, and my heart had sunk in the pouring 
rain. As the rain drops belted on my puzzled 
head I thought carefully. It was time to 
surrender. 


I picked up my sopping wet dust sheets, and 
my brushes as they floated past, and made the 
difficult journey home. On the way I stopped 
off at a telephone box and cancelled my 
appointment with my second customer. I'd 
had enough. 


When I arrived home I consumed a whole 
packet of Daz to remove the soot from my 
terribly pigmented face. Further cash went 
into the laundry bill for the cleaning of my 
dirty dust sheets. This constant drain on my 
wallet was gradually reducing my subsistence 
level to insignificance, so, laying my brushes 
to one side, I admitted defeat and went into 
retirement. I never wanted to look at a 
chimney sweeping brush again. I was resolved 
in my heart. That was until some time later I 
was offered a very tempting proposition by an 
elderly couple. 


Of course, I could not decline a little old 
couple. It did not seem moral to withhold my 
skills from them, so I readily accepted the 
open invitation. Having learnt a little from my 
last chimney sweeping disaster I secured the 
assistance of a friend this time. Together we 
set off to see what we could do to them. 


When we arrived at their humble and modest 
abode IJ asked the little old gentleman to escort 
me to his fireplace. He readily did just so and 
from then on continued to observe my every 
action with intense interest. This time my 
companion received the frustrating job of 
fixing the brushes together. 


I had an idea I wanted to try out. When all 
was prepared I sent my friend onto the roof of 
the house, with the brush. This was all part of 
an ingenious plan which was certain to save a 
lot of time and effort. The procedure was 
relatively straight forward enough to 
comprehend. My mate would sit on the roof 
with the brush. I would remain by the mouth 
of the fire place. When all was clear I would 
shout up the chimney "Okay! Let's have it!" 
That was the cue. My roof top associate was 
then to push the brush down the chimney. 
Simplicity is the hallmark of genius. The 
elderly gent looked quite bemused with this 
unconventional approach, but I satisfied his 
nagging suspicions when I assured him that I 
knew what I was doing. In reality I hadn't got 
the faintest clue! 


"Okay! Let's have it!" I screamed. I waited for 


a moment as my friend above went into action. 
Then the chimney gave a hungry rumble. 
Something was happening. I stepped back a 
little. Then I leapt back as it gave out an even 
more ferocious noise and the room began 
quaking. The old grey-haired man, who up 
until this point had seemed rather doddery on 
his feet, appeared to regain his long-lost 
vitality. Who said miracles don’t happen? He 
sprinted across the room like fourteen year old 
athlete on steroids and crouched at the foot of 
the chimney manning the position I had 
recently vacated. With his wrinkled hands 
cupped in expectation he awaited the 
inevitable explosion - and received it! 


Seconds later the room became noticeably 
smoggy. We coughed as billowing clouds of 
black soot continued to rush down the 
chimney and surround us totally. The man's 
aged wife, a slightly built woman of some 
seventy-six years, was in the process of 
washing the dishes at the time of the incident. 
Upon hearing her beloved choking to death 
she spun round quickly and was met by a 
screen of soot which turned her face 
completely black. Altogether startled, and 
without a word to say in her defence, she stood 
rigidly on the spot with her mouth gaping 


open, inhaling the fallout. Meanwhile, the 
confused old gentleman staggered to the 
window and threw it open for some fresh air. 


At this stage in events I naturally began to 
wonder what had become of my trusty 
companion, so I sped outside to investigate. 
As I looked upwards I witnessed the most 
spectacular sight. There had been a 
reoccurrence. A cube of packed soot, about a 
foot square came rocketing back up the 
chimney and blew six feet into the air. My 
friend appeared to be entranced by this affair. 
As the block of soot gained its peak height it 
blossomed out, filling the sky with ashes, 
which thereafter floated gently back to earth 
and covered the garden. 


As the debris settled, the little old man, who 
now looked like Al Jolson, looked out of the 
window and smiled at me. "By 'eck!" he said, 
"That cleared it!" 


He was right of course. The chimney was as 
unblocked as it ever would be, and all 
accomplished in the matter of seven minutes. 
The clearing up took us three and a half hours. 


That was my experience with chimney 


sweeping, my brush with destiny. As you can 
see, I made quite an impressionable mess of it. 
Two disasters in this field of employment was 
all I was willing to risk. A third attempt could 
have started something that conscientious 
environmentalists would have never forgiven 
me for. This led me to a difficult decision - 
What does a little man, with an eighteen inch 
inside leg measurement, do when he finds 
himself without work? Answer... Painting and 
decorating. Anyone can paint, can't they? 


Lesson 15 


Close Encounters with 
Kojak 


One fine, sunny day I happened to be doing a 
painting job on a three storey cafe. I was 
working, as can be expected, at the very top of 
the building. With a pot of thick, black paint 
in one hand, and my brush in the other, I lent 
dangerously from the window I was painting, 
taking the utmost care not to spill little spots of 
black onto the pavement below. Upon 
encountering a very awkward corner of the 
window frame I stretched myself even further. 
Just at that moment a little, fat, bald-headed 
man passed by beneath me. As the dumpy 
little chap came directly under my window I 
scooped an extra large dollop of black paint 
onto my brush. Being of such tremendous 


weight, the big blob became drawn to earth at 
an incredible speed. Very soon it hit the 
target. BULLSEYE! The dollop planted itself 
in the centre of the chubby man's barren head. 


Imagining that he had just become the 
unfortunate victim of a low-flying pigeon, the 
fellow started to rub his hand over his head. 
As he did so he continued to walk around the 
corner of the building and out of sight. 


Just when I felt that I was safe, the gentleman 
with the not-so-bare head returned, still 
fiddling with the irritation and taking 
occasional glances at his sticky black hand. 
Looking up to try and spot what kind of bird 
could have possibly deposited such a load, he 
noticed me. 


I realised that my cover had been blown, so I 
quickly dashed inside and found a piece of rag 
and a bottle of turpentine for coping efficiently 
with such emergencies. From there on, the 
assaulted victim sat on the pavement while I 
shone his head to a very fine finish. 
Eventually, when I could clearly see my face 
in his violently sore bald patch, I let him go on 
his way. He, needless to say, left a very happy 
man. 


At this stage in my varied career life I was 
finding things a little difficult financially. You 
could say I had "tightened my belt" as far as it 
would go - I was running out of holes. 


Returning to chimney sweeping was definitely 
a no go option - After the job I did for Al 
Jolson I had been experiencing exceptionally 
sever nightmares involving exploding cubes of 
soot. I had to think of a job to match my 
qualifications, and also one which wouldn't 
make too much of a mess. Then it came to 
me. For years people had been telling me I 
needed to "get myself a ladder" due to my 
stunted growth. As the "Great Thinker", I 
would rearrange this insult into a viable 
business plan. 


Lesson 16 


Wipe Out 


The following lesson is very short, but 
extremely important for the scholar of mishap 
to take account of. Washing windows is what 
all determined workers turn to when their 
business ideas fail, so I felt compelled to give 
ita spin. Little did I suspect it was to give me 
a spin. 


Investing in a plastic bucket, a chamois 
leather, and a packet of "Window-Gleam", I 
hastily set foot into the world of the pane 
polishers. Unfortunately, I didn't expect it to 
be quite so dangerous as it in fact turned out to 
be. Window washing looks a doddle, but don't 
you believe it! 


When it wasn't raining, causing smears on my 
sparkling windows, it seemed that the area was 
infested with little midgets (I am in no way 
here referring to myself). You are probably 
aware of the type I mean - little black flying 
things that turn up everywhere in the heat of 
summer, but especially on my windows! 


After a whole day of wiping the carcasses of 
these creatures around a pane of glass you find 
you can quickly lose your mind. I did. The 
irritation caused as the pests crawl around your 
sweaty skin is unbearable! On one occasion I 
returned home infested and promptly threw 
myself, fully clothed, into the canal, much to 
the surprise of the small children watching me. 
That was quite an impressive show for a non- 
diver like myself! 


Another problem I encountered in this trade 
was during the winter season. I found that 
very often my ladder would slip away on the 
ice below, rudely interrupting my work above. 
This left me dangling from the gutter. That 
was most upsetting, but the effect was added 
to when the falling ladder projected itself 
through the downstairs window on its way to 
earth. 


Window washing did not agree with me, but 
there again neither had anything else up to this 
point! Cleaning chimneys was out of the 
question, and at well over thirty I was too old 
to sell conkers at school. Hence, I decided to 
take a completely new road to poverty - the 
enthralling world of selling sweets on the 
market... 


Lesson 17 


Sweet Dreams 


Not content at having been an outright failure 
up to the age of thirty-three, I felt I could be of 
even less use if I bought an extensive supply 
of dolly mixtures, liquorice all-sorts and boiled 
sweets. By now I was the proud owner of 
quite a large car. In actual fact, it was an old 
black taxi that needed cranking to get it 
started. Even though it was a heap of scrap 
metal it was good enough to get me from A to 
B, even if not back again. So, ladened with all 
these delicious goodies, I drove to my market 
stall in town. 


On my exciting journey I encountered many 
people who thought I was driving a genuine, 
passenger carrying taxi. This became quite a 


practice during my time as a market trader and 
I would find myself being flagged down all 
over the place. Upon ignoring these requests I 
always found myself being cursed at, and 
generally made a spectacle of. For instance, 
on a later occasion, while waiting at some 
traffic lights, I was approached by an elderly 
gentleman who insisted on squashing his aged 
face up against my windscreen. Obviously 
this made his speech a little deformed, but 
from the grunts and squeaks that very much 
resembled a pig giving birth I was able to 
discern that the man wanted me to give him a 
lift into town. He, walking around the taxi, 
while I prayed for the lights to changed, found 
one of the rear doors unlocked. Then, the silly 
fellow opened it and clambered in amongst the 
boiled sweets and laughing dolly mixtures. I 
tried to tell him that he had made a terrible 
mistake, but he couldn't hear me because he 
was completely buried in liquorice all-sorts. 
Then the traffic lights changed and I was 
forced to continue my journey into town. I 
didn't hear any more from my encroaching 
passenger, though he would have had valid 
reasons to moan - The ride was a rough one 
because I only had a small gap between the 
dolly mixtures to see through, making steering 
in a straight line almost impossible. 


Eventually however, I reached my destination. 
The old gent, after pulling himself out from 
beneath his tomb of sweets, expressed a 
genuine complaint. I had taken him two miles 
out of his way. Also, he was feeling 
thoroughly sick from having to eat his way out 
of the taxi. After counting what assets I had 
left, I sent the elderly fellow on his way with 
half a pound of boiled sweets for 
compensation. He still had a healthy 
complexion of green. Then I set my stall up. 


Apart from the displaced dolly-mixtures in 
my hair, I looked a very respectable market 
trader. This seemed to impress both of my 
customers that morning. Come the afternoon 
however, I was noticing a decrease in sales. I 
began wondering why this was happening. 
Then I spotted the culprit, the grocery trader 
on the stall next to mine. He had seen fit to 
ruin me by selling pink sticks of rock. This 
seemed a great attraction and was pulling in a 
great many punters. I studied the chap for 
twenty minutes and calculated that he must 
have been making about 1000 percent more 
profit than myself, so, brushing the dolly- 
mixtures from my hair I approached him to see 
if I could rectify the situation. 


I haggled with the rogue until, finally, he 
agreed to sell me his product at a reduced rate. 
Taking the few pennies I had managed to 
extract from my customers that morning I paid 
the man his asking-price and set the rock up on 
my stall. Very soon business was booming. 
The clients were swarming like bees around 
my sticky pink rock. At one point I became 
flustered with success, the like of which I had 
never experienced! 


Then, all of a sudden, every single one of my 
customers walked away from the queue, taking 
their jangling money with them. My bottom 
lip was drooping in the boiled sweets once I 
realised what was happening. I had been done. 
The cunning grocer had begun selling a 
reserve supply of rock at a ridiculous price 
which I could never hope to compete with! 

So, that was another incredible failure to add 
to my ever-increasing list - plenty of time and 
invested money sent rocketing down the tubes! 
However, I was still the embarrassed owner of 
a mountain of sweets, so I needed to devise 
one of my ingenious plans to enable me to win 
at this sweet-selling game. 


What people needed was an incentive to buy. 


No doubt you have seen these petrol stations 
who give away a free glass with every thirty 
litres of oil. In the end you seem to have 
glasses, mugs, cassettes, torches and rubber 
extension leads coming out of your ears, 
proving without a shadow of doubt the 
"incentive theorem". For a flash of an instant 
the thought crossed my mind to begin trading 
in oil and free rubber cables, but that would 
have meant investing in literally hundreds of 
gallons of the stuff. It would also put me in 
the same business as J.R. Ewing, and you 
know what happened to him - yes, he got shot. 
I was far too cute to get shot, so I opted for the 
more pleasant, even if not so profitable, idea. 


I turned to what little resources I had and 
arranged to give away a free gramophone 
record with every pound of sweets. Emptying 
my record cabinet of its contents, I 
commenced my new plan of action. 


Unfortunately, that brain cyclone didn't work 
either. In general, I discovered that people 
didn't want to be palmed off with a free, but 
exceptionally crackly, record. In fact, most 
actually viewed it as a burden under which 
they could not bear up and thus chose not to 
visit my stall. Nevertheless, I had not yet 


given up. Inside my head an immensely 
dodgy plot was hatching yet again. 


Due to a widely publicized annual festival in 
our town, we were expecting an influx of over 
a quarter of a million people. Now, all these 
affluent tourists were my potential customers. 
Out there was a vibrant, exciting, new world 
waiting to be discovered. 


I visited a warehouse and bought some more 
sweets. This time I purchased twenty 
hundred-weight which, as you can understand, 
set me back a lot of hard-earned cash. Still, 
this did not bother me for I was certain to get it 
all back, along with a fat profit on top! Over 
the next few weeks I trained volunteers to pack 
the sweets into bags, paying these highly 
skilled personnel the rate of a penny a bag. 

My eyes were shining - THIS TIME I HAD 
HIT ON A REAL JACKPOT !!! 


Came the day of the festival. I awoke at the 
crack of dawn and set up four wallpaper 
pasting tables at various stations throughout 
the town, fully manned with yet more highly 
trained staff on a generous wage. 


Due to the festival, the police had closed all 


the roads off thus permitting no motorised 
transport from passing along them, therefore I 
had to conjure up another means of getting the 
sweets to the sale outlets. My taxi was 
consequently substituted by a corroded 
shopping trolley which I had found discarded 
in a car-park. Draped with one of my wife's 
clean bed sheets, the trolley looked very 
elegant indeed! With the heavily disguised 
trolley loaded with confectionary, and a basket 
of dolly mixtures in my spare hand, I set off 
with a skip in my step to feed my network of 
stalls. 


Just as a side issue, have you ever chanced to 
notice the wheels on a shopping trolley? After 
making a complete scientific study of the 
weird contraptions you will undoubtedly come 
to the same conclusion as I did - they are quite 
unsteerable! They go wobbling all over the 
place, totally out of control. The trolley I had 
chosen had not been instructed to do 
otherwise. (At one imaginative point in my 
earlier years I had the idea of fixing shopping 
trolley castors to wheel chairs to make them 
more versatile. After my experience however 
I disregarded what was no more than a stupid 
fantasy!) 


After going places I did not wish to go, and 
visiting various solid objects head on, I finally 
reached the first post. I was disappointed to 
discover that my volunteer salesman had got 
bored, aborted his position, and cleared off 
home. There was simply not a punter in sight. 
Now was not the time to get pessimistic. 
There were still the other branches. Perhaps 
there was more action going off there. 


After battling against the offending wheels for 
a further two and a half miles I found the 
situation to be exactly the same. The manager 
of this branch had likewise realised he was 
wasting his life away and thus disappeared. 
However, people were now beginning to travel 
past. Not wishing to miss the opportunity, I 
took over the operation and began yelling my 
little head off about my dolly mixtures but 
people were obviously not interested. 
Actually, to tell the truth, they were 
embarrassed by the whole affair. Even the 
strings of multi-coloured plastic flags I had 
billowing in the wind did not entice them to 
my paste table. 


At the end of the unfruitful day my assets had 
diminished further due to the stifling sun. My 
all-sorts had become one-sort in the heat of the 


unmerciful luminary. I realised that nobody 
would want to buy a bag of black, liquified 
gunge, so I tried marketing my new discovery 
under a different brand name. Even this novel 
idea did not arouse any enthusiasm from the 
overly suspicious tourists. The liquorice thus 
ended its disastrous life by being poured down 
the drain. 


I must not forget to let you in on the orange 
fiasco. This short tale is just as heart-breaking 
as the previous one, if not more so. On the 
same day as the big all-sort flop I tried selling 
drinks of orange to the presumed money- 
flitting crowd. This also proved to be a 
tragedy. I diluted four and half gallons of fruit 
juice... and never sold a single cup. At the end 
of the day that too went down the drain along 
with the all-sorts. You must understand that 
all this wastefulness was by no means helping 
my sewage system to give of its best. The 
smell from the drains was vile and any 
attempts to unclog them only resulted in the 
plunger becoming sticky beyond all practical 
use, certainly a failure deserving of merit in 
this fine book. 


Three months later I was still trying to sell 
what was left of my sweet business with little 


success. The only positive result from this line 
of work was that I got to know the entire 
neighbourhood, or at least they got to know of 
me. I had a new-found reputation, particularly 
amongst the children in our street. To them, I 
was the Father Christmas of Confectionary. 
They helped to drain my resources even lower. 


Come wintertime, the few sweets I had left 
were beginning to turn a little hard. Not 
wishing anyone to break their teeth on my 
merchandise, I felt I should sell them quickly 
before they became uneatable. I threw a Great 
Winter Sale, all sweets at rock-bottom prices. 
Believe it or not, in twenty minutes I had sold 
out. I should have viewed the occasion as a 
time to pat myself on the back, but instead I 
was sulking. Had I priced the sweets lower to 
start with then maybe I could have made more 
in the long-run. Or I could have put up a sign 
to make it /ook like a sale! 


Regardless of all my efforts I had once again 
been left potless. It was time to sit and 
meditate seriously on all my mistakes. 
Perhaps I was experiencing burn-out, after all, 
I had been working sixteen hours a day 
without a day off since I was nine years old. 
Perhaps what I needed was a holiday, a break 


from the rat-race of wheeling and dealing. 
Maybe a few weeks in the sun would perk me 
up and invigorate me to newer levels of 
enterprising energy. 


Lesson 18 


Wish You Were Here! 


They say that a worker deserves his wages, 
but since this is simply an impossibility for me 
I settle for the very occasional holiday as a 
reward for slogging my guts out. Why I 
bother I don't know because I always seem to 
work harder on holiday than I do at work and 
still end up getting nowhere. 


I have never been abroad for a holiday. Oh, I 
tell a lie, I did go to France once, for a day 
trip. That was doomed from the start too. You 
see, Boulogne is a nice place, Calais isn't. I 
booked for the Boulogne trip. The night 
before we were due to leave I received a call 


from the ferry operators. The Boulogne trip 
had been cancelled and we were now going to 
Calais. 


It was a day to remember. We left at 4 a.m. to 
catch the ferry which docked three hours late. 
Then, when we got to France we didn't have a 
clue where we were. Fortunately my son was 
taking French lessons at the time which helped 
immeasurably to bridge the language gap. The 
problem was he only knew how to say "Can I 
have an ice-cream, please" and "How old are 
you. I am twelve years old". During the day, 
my daughter observed that the French were a 
very pleasant people since she had heard none 
of them swear. 


Most of the day was spent walking down a six 
and a half mile road along which the 
occasional cyclist rode. During our trek my 
daughter's front tooth fell out which caused a 
major panic. At the end of our laborious 
travels we came across a hypermarket where 
the highlight of our tour was realised - we 
bought a large bread stick and some holey 
cheese. 


I've spent all my "proper" holidays on British 
soil. In the Lake District we experienced a 


deluge unseen since the days of Noah. Thus, 
once we'd got the tent up we had to take it 
down again because it wouldn't stop leaking. 


On a two-man hiking trip to Maidstone, Kent 
I ended up camping in a man's back garden 
due to the unavailability of legal camping 
sites. The night life consisted of the chaps's 
wife coming out to use the outdoor loo and his 
dog scratching at the side of my tent. 


I ended up coming home due to immense 
boredom. For some reason the motorists in the 
area would not stop to give me a lift so I ended 
up ringing my wife. She arrived five hours 
later. She would have come sooner but she 
was perming my daughter's hair. 


Dungeness was a lot like Calais, in fact for all 
the world it could have been it's British 
counterpart. After a tediously long drive along 
an apology of a road, through barren wasteland 
dotted with scenic chalk pits and high voltage 
electric fences, we finally arrived at a 
lighthouse on a cliff by the sea. For some 
reason the ground was carpeted with large 
chunks of granite which penetrated our flip- 
flops with great ease. 


The only signs of life were a greasy looking 
transport cafe and a dreary looking fellow 
selling postcards which read "DUNGENESS - 
THE END OF THE RAINBOW". 


I have decided that "holiday" is a word I never 
use. "Nightmare" is more appropriate. Having 
said that however, even the worst holidays are 
fun to look back on, even if it's only to 
recapture the relief that they are over. That's 
why I take photographs... 


Lesson 19 


Negative Reactions 


I'm almost certain that there is a spice of 
Japanese somewhere in my lineage, for two 
reasons. 


Firstly, I'm crazy about photography. 
Mention the word "camera" and my left eye 
immediately snaps shut, my index finger goes 
into rounds of 24 rapid spasms, and I begin 
speaking in technical terms understandable 
only to fellow photographers: 


"Smile please..." 
"Say 'cheese..."" 
"Please step back a little further so that you 


fall in the duck pond..." 


Secondly, I'm short. I am one of those rare 
and privileged individuals who can sit fully 
upright in a Dihatsu Charade and still feel 
comfortable, but let's not dwell on my growth 
problems. Photography is enough of a 
problem for me. 


Despite my earnest efforts to become good at 
it, I still haven't completely mastered the art. 
Evidence of this is my photograph collection - 
72 albums overflowing with vivid examples of 
my victims, horrific decapitations of one 
bodily part or another due to my misaim. 


All of my subjects seem to develop red eyes 
once captured on film and thus appear to be 
half zombie, and most possess faces so blurred 
that they regularly get mistaken for plates of 
blancmange. 


Along with dozens of misplaced thumbs and 
camera straps, not to mention "Black Hole of 
Calcutta" shots from leaving the lens cap in 
place, it all adds up to yet another huge joke. 


However, | take it seriously. After all, tell me 
what is so hilarious about me almost killing 


myself to acquire virtually unattainable shots 
of immense importance, only to discover I 
have, in fact, got myself a readily attainable 
shot of my elbow? 


My particular fancy is for landscape 
photography. This means that I have become 
familiar with Nature and all she has to offer. 
My dedication to this hobby has caused me a 
certain amount of discomfort over the years. It 
has seen me taking adventurous rambles across 
rolling country hillocks, closely pursued by 
angry farmers with double-barrelled shotguns 
and their rabid sheep dogs. It has caught me 
wading up to my chest in boggy ditches, 
suspended precariously from rickety wooden 
bridges spanning bubbling brooks, and even 
occasionally fighting through undergrowth 
resembling the jungles of Vietnam, all to reach 
the best scenery. My kneecaps have made 
acquaintance with stinging nettles on such a 
regular basis that they no longer respond 
favourably to reflex tests. 


Now, all this action is fine. You won't hear 
me grumbling if the results are pleasing. I 
view three or four in-focus shots to be a 
triumphal success, but like I say, when things 
go wrong it leaves you feeling rather empty 


inside. Despondency sets in when you have 
nothing to show for assuming the role of a 
sadomasochist determined to smash what little 
brains you have to insignificance. 


Despondency sure set in when I visited a 
northern countryside nature reserve for a day 
out photographing. I approached it like a 
professional film producer, with my Hannex 
35mm camera strangling my twelve-and-three- 
quarter inch neck. J arrived at the reserve 
overflowing with enthusiasm. "Great!" I 
thought, "There's plenty of subject material 
here!" 


The place was full of birds, lakes full of 
swans and moorhens. It was also packed with 
splendid examples of trees and other plant life 
which I didn't have a clue about. There it was 
though, the beauties of creation just waiting to 
get snapped up by my eager self. 


It was a sunny day, hence no need for a flash, 
so no chance of half-zombie swans with 
beaming red eyes, attractive as they might 
have looked. All that was needed was a little 
care and forethought on my behalf to fill my 
pining albums with some real talent. 


Care and forethought? Pah! I spent the first 
two hours fiddling with the buttons on my 
camera. The technology was enough to 
confuse the likes of David Bailey, let alone 
someone like me who was mentally still living 
in the photographic era of Charlie Chaplin. 


After exposing ten or eleven frames to be 
certain that the shutter wasn't opening too wide 
so as to arrive with pictures looking like a 
nuclear sun-burst, I set about my adventure 
determined to reckon with Nature and extract 
from her the best in still photography. 


The rest of the day was spent endangering my 
precious life to gain shots of the very highest 
quality - close-ups of bulls, underwater 
pictures of waterfalls, compositions of 
tremendously exciting trees and grass, as well 
as lots of mud scenes. 


Looking through the viewfinder was brilliant, 
until I got carried away and tried to take a 
picture of the sun. Then it was so brilliant it 
was a job to see clearly and I fell blindly down 
a hill and into a prickly bush. 


After a dangerous, yet potentially productive, 
day's shooting I went to rewind the film so as 


to remove it for processing, only to find the 
lever unusually slack. I was baffled. Then I 
began my regular mistake of naturally 
presuming something and getting my 
predictions completely wrong. 


"I know, the film's snapped..." 
"Or, perhaps it's come of the reel..." 


The more astute among my readers will have 
guessed without strenuous brain functions why 
the lever was slack. I, however, have been 
clean out of astuteness for the past forty years 
or more, so the obvious didn't enter my 
complicated mind. 


From painful experience I had learned not to 
attempt D.I.Y. rescue jobs, popping the back 
open in the cupboard under the stairs and 
winding the film into a tangled mess. That, I 
have found, simply destroys everything on the 
film, and what I had shot this day was far to 
good to lose. 


Still presuming a wildly improbable 
occurrence of some spectacular kind or 
another, I decided to take the camera, non- 
existent film and all, to the chemist to get them 
to perform the impossible in the depths and 


blackness of their dark-room. Not content 
with having made myself look like a lunatic 
stunt man at the nature reserve, I was now 
willing to present myself as a further fool in 
the public eye. 


Enter the chemist shop, a busy institute with 
many customers queuing at the photo kiosk, 
the perfect audience for me to perform my 
unusual style of comedy to. 


The staff, at first, were very obliging and 
didn't treat me at all like a pesky nuisance. 
Assuring me with the words "this kind of thing 
happens all the time, sir" they convinced me 
that it was the film that was defective, not I. 

"Don't worry", said one of the laboratory 
assistants taking my exaggerated claims to be 
the truth of the matter, "we'll have your film 
back in no time at all." Little did she know 
that to accomplish this task she would need a 
degree in Miracles of the Modern Age. 


Not that surprisingly, she returned within two 
minutes flaunting a broad grin. It was then 
pointed out to me that I had trodden on another 
of life's banana skins, only to slip up to my 
great embarrassment. The lab assistant looked 
me in my nervously twitching eye, trying to 


restrain her urge to become jovial about the 
situation, and then calmly uttered those forever 
mortal words - "Did you know, sir, there was 
no film in your camera?" A ripple of 
happiness filled the air as the spectators 
around me noticed the error of my ways. I left 
the stage a comic legend, my name stamped 
among the photographic failures of this 
century. 


From my experiments with cameras I also 
know how an undercover spy feels when 
taking photos he ought not to be taking - his 
constant need to remain fully alert for thugs 
waiting to jump him. 


One year I attended a large business 
convention and in the course of the day 
learned that a very dear friend of mine was 
there also. After making numerous enquiries, 
I discovered that he was working in the audit 
department, so off I trotted to find him, 
carrying my camera and associated lenses, 
tripods, film bags and other miscellaneous 
items. 


Upon arriving at the audit department I was 
asked a number of interrogating questions 
regarding my identity by security. Eventually 


I managed to convince the questioner that I 
had a mate on the inside and that I needed to 
see him, and if he didn't let me through I take a 
photo of him. He let me pass. 


The door opened before me and in I walked, 
armed to the hilt with my camera equipment. 
As I strolled aimlessly through the offices and 
corridors, unaccompanied, I noted that 
everybody was very busy counting money, lots 
of it! Then, I set eyes upon the most heavenly 
sight - a table stacked to the ceiling with coins 
and notes! This was a moment not to be 
passed up. Grabbing for my camera, I lined up 
the shot and clicked. What a picture for the 
album! 


Then I was pounced upon by four big lads. 
They identified themselves as security men 
and demanded that I give them my camera. I 
panicked. Those arms of steel wanted to 
confiscate 
my camera, and a lot more besides because my 
holiday pictures were on the film too! "Oh, 
my lovely holiday pictures!" I thought. 


"Come on!" said one of the guards who 
looked like a relative of King Kong, "Hand it 
over! We can't have you taking pictures of all 


this money. It's not safe." It crossed my mind 
that this chap was serious. His three 
colleagues didn't appear to be laughing either, 
but my holiday pictures meant a great deal to 
me. I would have to haggle, an art I was 
familiar with. 


"My holiday photos are on this film", I said 
with tears in my eyes, "You wouldn't really 
take them away from me, would you?" 


"Go anywhere nice?" asked one of the flint- 
like security guards. Perhaps I had found an 
emotional side to his personality. 


"I went to Dungeness," I replied, "You know, 
the end of the rainbow?" 


"Not so very far away, Dungeness, is it?" 
stated the man of steel. 


"No, not far", I answered confidently. I was 
nearly there. Any moment now the man 
would melt and say "Oh, all right then, keep 
your camera." 


"In that case," he said with a smile, "you can 
go again next year and take some more photos, 
can't you?" 


Devastation! I was brought to my knees! The 
thought of returning to Dungeness made me 
shudder in horror. I felt crushed and nearly 
defeated, but I had another idea. "How about 
this then," I answered in a negotiating tone, 
"I'll rewind my film back a frame and then 
overexpose it, destroy the picture of the 
money, wipe it clean off the film. Then I can 
keep my holiday photos and we'll all be happy. 
wes7* 


The biggest of the muscle men pondered, 
scratching his head. Clearly I had confused 
him. Big people are often very slow. Perhaps 
it's because the route to their brain is longer, I 
don't really know. Eventually however, he 
responded. "Okay then, it's a deal." Just the 
words I wanted to hear. I was relieved. 
Slowly and carefully I rewound the film by 
just one frame. Then I held my camera up to 
the light bulb burning brightly above my head. 
CLICK! The deed was done. 


Unfortunately, the fact of the matter was that I 
had slightly overdone the deed. To my great 
dismay, when I had my film developed my 
holiday photos all looked exactly the same - 
white. The only frame of the whole film to 


survive was the one of the forbidden money, 
beautifully in focus and perfectly centred, a 
prime example of skilled camera handling, yet 
of no significance to me at all, not if I wanted 
to remain alive that was. 


Photography for me, as you can see, is a 
problem with a giant capital "P". In fact it's 
more than that. It's a hazard to my health. I 
must give it up. For me, shooting with a 
camera and shooting with a gun are much the 
same thing. It backfires on me just as easily 
with just as dire consequences. In fact, there is 
only one thing that comes close to the danger 
involved in my special brand of photography, 
and that's aerial photography, but before you 
can do that you need to learn how to fly. 


Brace yourself for a trip of a lifetime... 


Lesson 20 


Aero-naughty-cal 


It scares people when they watch me in 
action, but nothing scares me because I never 
know what's going on. I like it that way. The 
world could blow up in my face and I would 
still be smiling. In fact, the world regularly 
blows up in my face. 


Having such nerves of steel enables me to 
approach head-on those hobbies which some 
people find terribly frightening, like flying 
aeroplanes. I love aeroplanes. Show me an 
aeroplane and I become a tower of strength. I 
worry not about the possibility of mid-air 
collision or engine failure. With a life like 
mine, why should I be concerned if my 
aeroplane is suddenly transformed into an 
underground train? However, the man 
fortunate enough to teach me to fly wasn't 


quite so brave as myself. One lesson in 
particular became indelibly stamped on his 
mind. 


After climbing to 4000 feet, he asked me to 
gradually move the stick forward and begin a 
shallow decent. Again, my enthusiasm took 
control over my actions. Having been a 
builder for most of my working life, I was 
familiar with handling shovels, not aircraft 
controls. Grabbing the joystick with two 
hands, I lunged it forward all the way. 
Immediately, I got the impression that our 
position in the air had changed a little. 


All of a sudden, we had an unobstructed view 
of the ground below us, and take it from me, it 
was getting clearer by the minute! It was at 
this point that I discovered my instructor 
believed in Jesus. After screaming a few loud 
words of encouragement in my ear, he took 
charge of the controls. Grasping the joystick 
with his perspiring hands, and with his 
deodorant working overtime, he struggled to 
get the nose back up whilst looking severely 
afraid. Eventually, he succeeded and his 
strained face returned to it's normal colour. 


"That was fun," I said, "Can we do it again?" 


Lesson 21 


The Stairs to Success 


Looking like an off-colour Smurf, prancing 
around the building sites in my over-sized 
boots and blue bobble hat, I soon gained the 
reputation of being an extremely honest, if not 
profitable, business man. I was a great 
favourite with the customers who found that I 
would willingly undercharge them if their job 
had been accomplished ahead of schedule. 
That led me down the tubes again and very 
soon I was looking for someone who would 
boss me around and pay me for being 
submissive. That was not easy because, as 
"The Smurf", I was refused in more places 
than a foreign charge card. 


However, I did finally discover an employer 
who had not heard of me. As well as taking 
me on his payroll he also gave me the full run 
of the building sites. This gave me plenty of 
space to practice my Papa Smurf impression. I 
delighted in seeing how much concrete I could 
get on my boots, and how much plaster dust I 
could get into my hair, and generally how 
much of a nuisance I could make of myself. I 
had at last found a trade that I was fairly good 
at, and very soon I was bringing home a 
respectable income to my wife, but not for 
long. 


One morning, I found myself working in a 
very large house. The foreman wanted to go 
on holiday for two weeks so he handed his 
command over to me. This was fantastic! He 
showed me his drawings, to which I nodded 
and shook my head in coordination with his 
hand signals. He explained to me that I was in 
charge of extracting a staircase and then 
promptly walked off leaving me with a three- 
part extension ladder. Suddenly I was a 
powerful man. I had only to call out an order 
and my men would obey me. I felt exuberant 
over the control I now held. 


Feeling happy to have been promoted to the 
office of foreman, I set about the staircase with 
a sledge hammer, taking no notice of the 
drawings that soon became buried in a heap of 
rubble. I was totally oblivious to the amount 
of dust floating about the atmosphere as I 
continued to carry out the destruction with 
great effectiveness. My sandwiches hardly 
took on the appearance of bread and jam after 
I realised that I had left the lid off my lunch 
box. Nevertheless, they were still very tasty. 
The procedure of wrecking the staircase 
continued on into the afternoon, but finally I 
had finished and stood back to admire the 
devastated mess. 


As the dust settled, the Greek architect on the 
job appeared as if from nowhere. He, not 
speaking fluent English, began waving his 
arms about like a busted windmill in a force 
nine hurricane. From his gesticulating I 
gathered that I had done something terribly 
wrong. From his distorted shrieks, with the 
occasional bit of blasphemous English tongue 
thrown in, I soon discerned that I had, in fact, 
destroyed the wrong flight of stairs. I should 
have actually demolished the flight at the top 
of the building. 


The Grecian soon discovered that he could 
say "What have you done?" in understandable 
English, and obviously feeling quite proud of 
his achievement proceeded to say it over and 
over again whilst still flapping his arms 
around. His flowery movements convinced 
me that I needed to ring the head office and 
inform them of my genuine mistake. 


"Hello, Charlie", I said as I put the receiver to 
my dusty mouth, "You know that staircase I 
was meant to take out? Well, I got a bit mixed 
up and took out the wrong one. Is that okay?" 


The incident took four men and three weeks 
to set straight which I'm sure didn't please 
Charlie in the least! The company then went 
into voluntary liquidation and saw the 
occasion as a good excuse to lay me off. So, I 
was out of work again with just a little 
redundancy money in my pocket. It's times 
like that that a man gets to thinking. 


Lesson 22 


Grave Danger 


Desperation conceives some wonderful ideas. 
As funerals are so expensive these days, I 
stumbled across an extremely bright idea that 
would be sure to catch on. The plan was to 
obtain a single range of cheap-rate, 
undecorated coffins, and use them in my own 
burial service business. 


I already had the use of a transit van, so the 
problem of expensive Hearses was completely 
done away with. To renovate the van, adding 
shelves of various sizes, would be a fairly 
uncomplicated task and would mean that I 
could cater for up to ten customers at a time. 


At one hundred pounds, everything inclusive, 
the cheap-rate pick-up and delivery funeral 


service was bound to be a big hit. I would 
collect the unfortunate client at his or her 
home and deliver them safely at the grave side. 
From there the vicar would take over. What 
could be simpler? 


I churned this profitable brain-strain over in 
my mind, but finally decided to give it up, 
mainly for the reason that my only dealings 
would likely be with the criminal underworld, 
wishing me to pick up and deliver with no 
questions asked. 


Instead, I came up with an even less likely 
successful proposition. I sold my house, paid 
off all my debts, and then with the remaining 
finances flung myself head-on into the world 
of fine art and decor. With every penny I had I 
built myself a workshop and equipped it with 
the latest of technological picture framing 
machinery. This time the walls would live to 
see another day after meeting up with my 
masterful works of art. Look out for your 
Rembrandts, Constables and Vincent Van 
Goghs... Here I come! 


Lesson 23 


The Downfall of My Life 


Unfortunately, I am always at battle with the 
natural elements. The elements always 
outmanoeuvre me. I have my own personal 
storm cloud. It is well trained and follows me 
everywhere I go. It waits patiently above my 
head for the most inopportune time to burst. It 
is timed to blow up when I am cleaning 
windows, or when I'm on holiday, or when I'm 
glossing the front door, or when I'm standing 
on a market stall trying to sell my wares. 


Then there is the weatherman. He hates me 
too. I know he hates me because he comes out 
with the stroke, "I'm very sorry, but we have 
some bad new about tomorrow's weather..." 


He's not in the slightest bit sorry. He's 
delighted. As he utters these words his face 


appears to be sneering and his eyes roll 
gleefully around his big black-framed glasses. 
"Tomorrow will be windy," he says, "terribly 
windy." He sniggers and projects his teeth like 
a psychopathic rabbit. Then he reaches for his 
remote control and presses the button to reveal 
the kind of weather you'd expect to see on an 
Alaskan weather forecast. Apart from the left 
hand side of Ireland there is nothing to see. 
Britain is covered in grey blobs to represent 
rain clouds, millions of them. 


At present I sell my pictures from a market 
stall to make a crust. I reckon the weather 
man sells pictures on the market too. He must 
be in competition to me, perhaps as a side-line 
to weather forecasting. After being 
confidently informed by him that tomorrow is 
going to see a sequel to Noah's Flood, I decide 
that tomorrow is cancelled. In fact, the 
following morning I don't even bother to get 
out of bed. I lie there apathetically avoiding 
the promised torrential downpour, but lo and 
behold, it never comes! Instead, the world is 
full of glorious sunshine, the market is full of 
spending customers, and I am full of wonder. 


Why me? 


It wouldn't make much of a difference 
anyway. When I do make it to my market 
stall, rain or shine, I am guaranteed to loose 
money rather than gain it. Recently I had a 
picture up for sale at £21. Unfortunately, I 
have a problem with numbers. I read figures 
the wrong way round. When an almost blind 
little old lady asked me how much it was, I 
told her £12. (It had cost me £14 to make in 
the first place!) "Great!" she replied, "I'll have 
it!" This is the sort of old dear who is a 
regular celebrity on the Antiques Road Show. 
She certainly knew a bargain when she saw 
one! 


As she walked off, I noticed that she had, in 
fact, given me £15 so, being the honest sort of 
chap that I am, I went hurrying after her to 
give her the change. She was delighted. I was 
unaware of my mistake and felt content at 
having performed a good deed. By the time I 
realised the error of my ways the little old 
granny had disappeared, probably cleared the 
country. That kind of thing happens regularly 
to me, which makes me wonder if perhaps I 
should be registered as a charity. 


Epilogue 


When It Gets Too Much 


So then, your miserable life of failure has 
become too much to bear, has it? You find 
you are staggering under the tremendous 
weight of being so bad at everything, do you? 
You can't hold up under the pressures and 
strains of being useless, can't you? Bungling 
has become a burden, has it? Don't be 
embarrassed. Even famous people like me 
have felt like that. The question that faces you 
is, how do you end it all in the most painless 
way? 


This poses a problem. It will be extremely 
difficult for a failure to "stop the world and get 
off" because having struggled this far through 


life you will have built up an immunity to 
fatality via self-inflicted accidents. 


Attempting to gas yourself will likely only 
result in blowing up your house and thereafter 
finding yourself confined to a life with other 
have-nots and underprivileged ones, your new 
accommodation being an attractive fully- 
detached banana box situated under Waterloo 
Bridge. 


Hunger strike may seem a good idea, but don't 
you believe it! Your body will simply not 
respond. It is used to long, drawn out 
starvation diets. Remember when your wife 
was in hospital and you had to look after 
yourself? You lived on Cornflakes for six 
weeks. That I am familiar with. 


It becomes apparent that death by natural 
causes is really the only plausible solution to 
the pressure problem. 


The failure's life will therefore end this way: 


The coffin, a bare pine box, undecorated, is 
slowly wheeled in on a porter's trolley by one 
solitary estranged volunteer who doesn't know 
what he's there for. As the box, not altogether 


different from a plywood tea chest, is lowered 
into the hole in the ground, amidst great 
cheering and unrestrained frivolity, there is a 
loud knock on the lid... from the inside! The 
paid mourners stare in disbelief as you slowly 
creek open the coffin and sit bolt upright, 
smiling, before their startled eyes. The sudden 


descended silence is shattered with your next 
words of cheerful, positive note: 


"Hey! I've got another brilliant idea!" 


Each end heralds yet another new beginning... 


The Down the Tubes 


Quick-Tip Guide 


Handy hints for on-the-spot failing 
Quick-Tip One 


Learn to improvise. Wherever possible, try to 
use the wrong tool for the job. For example, if 
you ever need to build a scaffold, do it wrong. 
Disregard all existing ideas as to how it should 
be done. Invent your own design. My latest 
effort involved a pallet board, three buckets 
and a dining room table, held together with an 
old, rotten washing line. It worked just as well 
as a conventional scaffold, but with the added 
bonus of people noticing me. The builders on 
the job opposite spotted me, dangling around 
as if I had nothing to live for and I became an 
object of laughter and jest. Improvising 
works, try it. 


Quick-Tip Two 


Learn to be fussy. Niggliness is an attribute 
which all failures should attempt to perfect. 
Being awkward in even the slightest of areas 
will go a long way in ruining your life. Take, 
for example, niggliness in the matter of food. 
Some say that a person is what he eats. Since I 
eat nothing, I must be nothing. I personally 
don't like cheese. I also don't like tomatoes. I 
hate pizza, yoghurt, spaghetti, lasagna, salad 
cream, savory dishes, anything French, 
Japanese, Chinese or Italian, and anything 
dressed up, which means that when I go out to 
tea, I don't eat anything. It also means that 
when I have been out to tea with everybody I 
know it will be highly unlikely that I will ever 
get invited out to tea again. Niggliness works, 


try it. 


Quick-Tip Three 


Be friendly. Some people just don't like 
friendliness being aimed in their direction. 
Certain boxers are like this. I once smiled at a 
boxer and said "allo dare" and he nearly 
smashed my teeth in. Reasons evade me. 
Sadly, a few days later, a friend and I caused 


this same gentleman some degree of bother. 
While loading a skip with heaps of rubbish, we 
left a scaffold board lying in the road, with a 
six inch nail pointing upwards. Now, the 
boxer, who doesn't like to smile much, drives a 
rather classy looking Mercedes Benz, and on 
this particular day he made the error of driving 
down our road. I tried not to smile, really I 
did, but then something far worse happened. 
He drove over our scaffold board. Not 
noticing that his tyres had just been 
bayonetted, he continued to drive into the 
distance with a slow puncture. I am sure that 
sooner or later he will trace me. If he does 
find me I will be friendly. Friendliness works, 


try it. 


